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	1. Chapter 1

_Authors Notes:_

_I got bored, researched a missing Spartan that I could take and rebuild into something I like. This story is based around Alice 130, a Spartan II that went missing along with the UNSC ship _Spirit of Fire _and its crew, which includes two other Spartans. They were original members from Red Team when the Spartans were first deployed, if you want to see more of them either watch or play through Halo Wars._

_Anyways, I'll upload more chapters if anyone actually finds this and reads it. Please leave a comment if you do read, its much appreciated. Also if you find anything that doesn't quite fit canonically, please, please let me know and I'll try to make it work better. I want to keep this story as canon as possible. Especially since there's really nothing written about the war between 2531 and 2550ish._

_Enjoy, make Shur you tell me if you want more ;D_

2534 AD

[Expunged]

[Expunged]

Transmission to: Dr. Catherine Halsey

Subject: [Expunged]

Dear doctor,

Recently the crew of [EXPUNGED] have come across a free floating UNSC vessel by the name of _Spirit of Fire. _The ship and it's crew, recently listed as MIA, are all intact. I have decided to contact you, instead of more proper authorities, because there are three very interesting crew on board.

We disabled the AI, which had attempted to prevent us from entering and discovered the captain, a certain scientist, and three Spartan IIs in cryo-sleep. The ship is now on its way to the rendezvous point: [Expunged].

Pleasure being of service,

[Expunged]

2534 AD

[EXPUNGED]

[EXPUNGED]

Message to: [EXPUNGED]

RE: [EXPUNGED]

Dear [EXPUNGED],

I am extremely pleased by your discovery and decision to give me first dibs on the vessel. As it turns out, I have a new project that will require a few Spartan IIs. I'll see to it that you are rewarded handsomely.

Regards,

Doctor Catherine Halsey

After the death of Spartan 130 AKA Spartan II-S 1, a recording of her thoughts from the time she was rescued from the derelict ship _Spirit of Fire_, to the moment of her death was uploaded to an Office of Naval Intelligence database. There are some areas where, while Spartan 130 was either unconscious or her brain activity dropped significantly, the Artificial Intelligence inserted its own thoughts into the recording, it is unclear whether this was purposeful or not.

The following is extremely classified, clearance level [EXPUNGED] or higher is required to view.

-page break

Chapter 1

2534 AD

December

07:30

The cold drained out of me as the cryo-pod shut down, rapidly defrosting me and the others in the room. I stepped out onto the cold floor with shaky legs and tried get my bearings. Twenty days ago I had been woken up from cryo-sleep to find that I had been put on the missing-in-action list. Apparently a few Spartans and I had gone missing on a ship which had recently been found. Luckily it was UNSC that found us, unluckily it was an Office of Naval Intelligence vessel, who had us delivered to doctor Catherine Halsey.

That would have been fine, except for the fact she was looking for some Spartan IIs to do experiments on. Currently we are half way through the experiments and already two Spartans have died. Apparently, they weren't the ones I had been brought in with, so I guess I could be thankful for that. Some of the experiments had knocked a few of my recent memories out of place, so I didn't know who was who.

Halsey was researching ways to increase combat effectiveness and battle-readiness. She was currently testing using the brain's built in 'reward' system to make us feel good while in combat. By tampering with certain nerves she was able to make us feel things like warmth and joy when fighting.

I was currently being tested with the feeling of intense pleasure and pride when killing certain things. The only other feeling I knew of, was the feeling of heat being given when killing things. I only knew this because one of the other Spartans had it and it was fairly obvious.

The biggest side effect with these tests, was that while out of combat the opposite of the feeling would plague our minds until we were in combat. Right now I felt miserable and unhappy. Sometimes I even began to feel utterly depressed. The only reason I knew what other people's effects were was when they were visible. Which is why I could tell the Spartan on my left was dealing with heat right now. He was shivering and his skin was almost bluish in colour.

We all exited the room to get kitted up to fight in a simulation battle to test if the effects were working right. I slipped on my armour and felt all the pieces lock in place, a satisfying feeling known by very few people. Even fewer now that we had been deployed a few times.

I smoothed down my blonde hair, which had begun to change colour because of all the genetic tampering that Halsey was doing, and slid on my helmet.

Everyone's body language signified sadness or misery in some small way, but to normal marines we probably seemed as machine-like as ever. In the simulation chamber it was dark, there were no lights until it was turned on.

A low hum announced the activation and around us there formed the interior of a pelican. We all grabbed assault rifles and DMRs from the seats and loaded them. The fake weapons felt very real when you were in the chamber. Flak began pounding the transport vehicle and the shaking and jostling combined with muffled explosions instantly improved my mood. I could see the other Spartans getting excited as well. Suddenly we were all thrown forward as, what my best guess would assume, the pelican crashed.

I followed a green armoured back out the exit and was greeted by an army of grunts, elites and brutes surrounding our downed ship, and the hail of plasma spewed forth from their weapons. I immediately raised my DMR and started popping shots into the enemies.

The grunts fell easily, a single shot to the head or methane tank, elites and brutes took much longer though. As the enemies' fire began to grow more concentrated, I realized that my allies were falling, fast.

I dashed to a piece of cover right as a grenade went off where I used to be. I armed two of my own grenades and tossed them. The screams of grunts as they tried to jump away sent me into a frenzy. I leaped over the cover and body checked a Sangheili, sending it careening back into two more. With the assault rifle off my back and into my hands I sprayed nearly a full magazine into its jaws, before switching targets.

I held the MA5B in one hand, with the trigger pulled, aimed at the elite on my right, while I drew my combat knife and impaled the one on my left. Now out of bullets, I grabbed a plasma weapon and vaulted upright.

A brute tried to grab me, but found a knife in its brain, through its jaw. The plasma repeater started to overheat, I didn't even know what it was hitting, but by this point there were too many enemies for it to matter. There were very few shots being taken at me, because I had started moving and no one wanted to kill an ally by accident.

I stepped on a grunt and launched myself upwards, spinning through the air and crushing another of the poor tiny creatures as I landed. An elite with a sword slashed at me and I ducked low, using my legs as I pushed upwards to force my fist into its chest and crush its internal organs.

The sword in the warrior's dead hand dropped and I caught it deftly, feeling the power surge through it as the energy blade formed. It cleaved through a brute's arm and neck for me, leaving blood to evaporate from the blade. I felt better than I ever had before. True happiness washed through me like a never-ending river of pleasure.

As I leaped into the air again, I tried counting all the enemies, I couldn't see an end to them, which got me excited beyond belief. I hacked my way through many enemies before the sword was drained, I held onto the handle and used it to add weight to my punches. I didn't need a weapon, I had even left my knife embedded in some creature somewhere.

My fists hit every enemy harder than the last, I felt pain from the simulator, trying to make it feel like I broke my hands, but the pure pleasure of killing outweighed it.

My shields broke. The alert started blaring in my heads up display telling me to back off so they could recharge. I ignored it, there was no where to retreat to. Everyone else had died long ago, knocked out by the simulation. I felt every near miss as plasma and crystals whizzed by my armour. I felt blood splatter against me and soak into my suit through the cracks in the Mjolnir.

I felt the pain of having my skin breached by spiker shots. The bone wrenching feeling of being grabbed by an elite and thrown to the ground. Lastly I felt the sadness of knowing my joy had been ended.


	2. Chapter 2

_Yo, just a quick heads up: there's a little bit of swearing and other harsh language from here on out. Added to that is a lot of gore, so reader discretion is advised. Just making sure, in case you ignored the M rating._

_Be Shur to write a review if you liked it :D (Or if you didn't, I need to know)_

Chapter 2

_Alice_

I can't move. Why can't I move? Where am I? Thoughts filled my mind as I awoke. My armour is gone. I'm strapped down. Was I captured? A soothing voice calmed me as it said, "don't worry, you're in good hands."

My eyes cracked open and adjusted to the piercingly bright laboratory light. I saw doctor Halsey standing over me smiling like a proud mother. I recoiled in fear, straining against the bonds, I felt the material cut into my wrists. She looked saddened and said, "You're safe now, the simulation is over."

I relaxed slightly and said, "You scare me more than any alien."

She laughed and put a hand on my arm, "That's no way to treat someone who has done so much for you."

"You are destroying me!" My voice rang in my ears, very loud. "I was fine with physical modifications, but what you're doing here is killing us. I don't remember the names of any of those Spartans, not even the ones I've fought with."

She frowned deeply at me, "I'm not changing you at all, dear. I'm just making you feel better."

"Don't toy with me, witch!" I spat. "I used to be the kind of susceptible mind you could fool like that. But I've had too much time to think about what you've done."

Her expression went blank and she sighed, "Well that makes things a little easier, then." I felt the prick of a needle in my arm before everything went black.

I woke up to intense searing heat running through my body. It felt like my blood had turned to lava. I tried to scream, but I couldn't hear if any sound came out. All I could do was arch my back and struggle against the restraints on my wrists and ankles.

There was a distant voice, like a ghost, I could hear it saying, "Overload successful, it appears to be having extreme negative effects on the subject. Also, she has woken up."

"I know, I know. I was aware this would happen. Perhaps we can use this to force any subjects awake."

Two voices. One sounded like Halsey. My rational thoughts were returning and the pain subsided. I lay back down on the bed, my breaths coming in ragged scratchy gasps.

"Now that you're awake, I can get this over with." Halsey was shining a flashlight in my eyes, making sure I was still functioning normally, no doubt. "First, though, I'll have to make sure your brain is still running at full capacity. Say something to me."

I took a break between horribly painful breaths to spit out, "Fuck... You."

She smiled coldly and gave my cheek a light slap, then she disappeared out of my vision for a few minutes.

If there was anything I hated more than the thought of losing Earth to the Covenant, it was that woman being able to modify my body and my mind while I'm asleep. She seemed to know it, too. I think she must hate me for some reason. Probably because I hate her.

She returned to my vision, along with a holographic blue ball and said, "I'd like you to meet your new personal Artificial Intelligence. He is going to accompany you from now on and keep track of you."

I tried to focus my eyes on the little ball of light, which seemed to be bouncing up and down, for no reason.

"Why do I need an AI?" I asked, the words caught in my throat and slurred on their way out.

"Because you are now a part of an ONI secret project, even more secret than the Spartan II project." The odd mechanical voice seemed to come from inside my own head. "And by yourself, well... I doubt the secrecy of this project would remain intact."

As the initial pain of my awakening subsided more, I began to feel pain in different areas of my body. The largest source of pain coming from the back of my head, where it felt like a hole had been cut into my skull and something was stuck inside it.

"What did you do to me?" My voice was raspy now, it felt like I was scratching my throat with needles when I talked.

Halsey answered like she was distracted by something else, "I made a neural interface for the AI in the back of your head, it was quite complicated, but it allows him to access your brain directly."

I had never really liked AI, they just talked about what you did wrong or what they were doing right. And now hearing that one was inside my head and would be monitoring me made me feel sick.

Halsey saw my reaction, even if I didn't say anything, and I felt that little prick in my arm again, "N-" was all I could say before that blackness returned.

_AI_

Incredible. She was incredibly resilient. I doubt any other human could come close to living through this. When this process first began I had her odds of survival at less than five percent. Now I would put them closer to fifty percent. Not the best odds, but incredible, nonetheless.

It seemed so horribly painful every time Halsey woke her up, yet she barely showed signs of stress after the initial effects wore off. She practically shrugged off everything the doctor had thrown at her so far.

Unfortunately what's coming next will be far more difficult. If she is going to survive this, she'll be needing more than a few miracles.

_AI_

Unbelievable. She is still alive. By this point Halsey is just changing whatever she feels like just to see what happens. I don't think she'll be very happy to see how she looks when she wakes up.

It's been a month already, her hair hasn't been trimmed, she hasn't showered. I don't know how the doctor can cope with that horrible human stench. By interfacing with some of the base's sensors I can essentially smell it. It's absolutely repulsive.

She looks extremely distressed now. She is acting like she failed somehow. Yet the fact that her subject is alive, even though her odds were so minuscule, should be cause for celebration.

Clearly Halsey was trying to make this subject into a failure. Yet somehow, even while unconscious, Spartan 130, Alice, yes I shall call her that, Alice retains strength and stubbornness, as though she is defying Halsey simply because she exists.

Maybe if I were human I would understand how the doctor feels. Then again, it isn't a nice looking feeling, by the way she is acting. Being an Artificial Intelligence certainly has its upsides.
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Chapter 3

_Alice_

I woke again, this time it felt normal, like I had just woken up in the barracks for training. Yet I was still tied to that damn bed. I hadn't moved in a long time, this was the tenth time I had woken up. I don't know what that mad scientist is doing to me, but I doubt I'll even be human after this.

Speak of the devil, she popped her face into my field of view and said, "Good news, you've survived the tests. You are now ready for field use." She sounded slightly dismayed. "I'm surprised, because you're the first subject and I was trying the limits. You were honestly supposed to die."

That stung. Like a thorn was just thrust in my side, _you were supposed to die._ I wanted to get up off this damn bed and strangle her so no one else would ever have to endure this.

She disappeared from my view and a few seconds later I felt the bindings on my wrists and ankles release. I tried moving, but my joints screamed in protest, fire shot out from my nerves and I got dizzy.

"You may want to take it easy for a while. You haven't moved in forty two days." The little blue ball hovered into my vision and bounced.

"Forty two days?" I asked, incredulous. There was no way I had been gone for that long. It felt like only three days had past.

"Long time, am I right? I honestly wasn't expecting her to keep it going that long. I guess she wanted to test a lot of new things."

I lifted my arm and waved the hologram out of my face. "You're annoying." My voice sounded different. Huskier. Kind of gravelly.

"Testy, testy." It said, zipping around my hand and settling on a nearby table. "Around here you can see all of Halsey's notes about you, if you care to read them."

I struggled into a sitting position and eyed the large stacks of papers on all the tables. "I'd rather not." I replied coldly.

I scanned the room and saw all the X-rays and other pictures of me stapled to the walls and shuddered. No one should know this much about a person.

"When you're ready to leave, there's a gym outside for you to get back in shape, and a bathroom for you to clean up in. You haven't exactly had a shower in a while."

I forced my protesting joints to move and stood up.

"Easy there, tiger. I said 'when' not 'now'."

I growled at the ball and started walking stiffly towards the door. It opened for me and I stumbled outside. I found myself in the same compound I was in forty days ago, just further down the hall from where I had first entered.

With a shrug I entered the bathroom and immediately recoiled at the random person staring back at me. A bit of horrible realization dawned on me as I noticed it was a mirror in front of me.

I approached it slowly, like the mirror person would jump out and try to attack me. The person had long crimson hair that ended in a short strip of blond, the face belonged to me, but looked like the life had been drained from it. And when I snarled at it I noticed sharp triangular teeth, like a shark.

I ran a hand through the crimson hair that was now mine, it felt oily and unwashed. Then I opened my mouth and put my finger on one of the teeth, feeling its sharp edge.

"What the hell is this?" I asked no one in particular.

"A few side effects, nothing too harmful to your DNA." The little ball replied.

"How did _this_ happen?" I gestured to my teeth, noting how they fit perfectly together when I closed my jaw.

"Well... I actually am not allowed to tell you how that happened."

That was frustrating, "I'm sorry, do you see me fucking around with your body and mind and not telling you what I did to it?!" I exclaimed.

"Sorry, nothing I can do about it. Ask Halsey when you get the chance."

I want to punch it in whatever equates to a face on that ball.

"Whatever. I need to shower, is everything here?" I tried calming down a little.

"Yup, you've got a shower, a towel, some body wash, some shampoo, and even scented conditioner, ooh!" It sounded like it was trying to be excited, but failed.

I peeled off the thin suit that I had probably been wearing for a month and a half and turned on the water in the shower.

I did a quick physical inspection of my body while the water heated up. I noticed many areas where needles had entered, and a few surgical scars.

The water started steaming so I stepped in. The feeling of the hot water hitting my back sent shivers down my spine. It felt like the heat was washing off everything that Halsey had just done to me. As if being turned into a Spartan hadn't been bad enough.

I washed quickly, military-like, and turned off the water. When I stepped out I was actually a little sad to see all the modifications had remained. I grabbed a pair of scissors from a grooming kit under the sink and began cutting off large strips of crimson hair. It looked strange and foreign, like someone else's. But then again I was practically a new person, for all I knew.

I noticed the blonde stripe near the end and decided I wanted to keep a small memento of the past. So I left two separate long strips of straight hair near the back. They went down to the bottom of my shoulder blades, but I could fit them in a helmet, so they would be fine.

When I finished that I grabbed an extra pair of fatigues that were kept at every wash station and slipped them on, glad that they were oversized for Spartans.

My thoughts began to wander as I made my way to the gym, intent on seeing if my strength was still the same. What had Halsey done to me, exactly? Was fairly forward on my mind, but I didn't just want to read her notes about it, I wanted to test myself. Whatever she had done, it must have been to increase my combat potential.

I opened the doors to the gym and was surprised to see other Spartans there. The ones from my final simulation mission. They all stared at me like I had died, and maybe I had, especially for all they must have known.

"Is that you, Alice?" A guy over at the bench press asked.

The name sounded familiar, but try as I might I couldn't recall my name. _Yes your name is Alice. I forgot to tell you all this, but you may experience memory loss of specific names and places._ The sudden voice in my head sounded like the blue ball, so I just nodded to the Spartan.

"Where the hell have you been?" Another asked, he walked slowly towards me.

"I was... With Halsey." I replied, unsure what exactly to say.

"You look like you've been to hell, killed the devil and crawled back out." That phrase sounded familiar, I probably know all these people, but Halsey must have threw away my memories for space.

"Something similar, probably." I said back. I was kind of just standing there, doing nothing, so I walked over to an unused weight station and said, "I'm kind of having trouble with my memory right now, so don't expect me to know who you are."

A few of them laughed, so I started adding weights, intent on doing the same lift I had tried the last time I was here. A girl next to me turned and asked, "You don't look like you had a great time with the good ol' doctor. What happened?"

I pulled down on the cord and lifted the weights up, it was a lot easier than the last time.

"I was asleep for most of it, but apparently I'm ready for combat again." I replied, deciding to skip the details, unsure as to how the others would react. "She said I was the first one to go and that I was supposed to die, though. So you guys should be fine." I smiled at her, accidentally baring the fangs I had somehow acquired.

She looked at my teeth with distress and replied, "Somehow I'm not convinced."

I stood and added more weights to the machine, then pulled again, still finding it a little too easy. I added more and more weights, until finally I found an amount that I could barely lift. I checked the number, it was three times the amount of what I had started at.

I glanced around and slipped out of the gym, looking at my arms, which appeared to be the same size, and wondering just what the hell had happened to me, not for the first time, and definitely not for the last time.

As soon as I was out of earshot of any of the others the little blue ball came back. "So as I was saying, you've lost some memory, mainly the only things lost are recent specifics, so all your generalized memories are all intact."

"Great. So now on top of not remembering anyone's names before, she's taken away most of my memories too." Alice. Alice. Alice is my name. I repeated my name to myself, getting used to its sound.

"Well, now that that's out of the way, they have some new armour for you down at the armoury. Just head down this corridor for a while, you'll see it."

I sighed and walked along the hallway, taking large steps. My thoughts wandered back to what I remember, and more importantly, what I don't. My number... Spartan 130. Good. I still know what that is, at least. Halsey could take a lot of things away from me, but I doubt she would ever remove what she made me into.

"Up on your left, the big door with the word Armoury." The blue ball morphed into an arrow and pointed at the door.

"Thanks Captain Obvious." I replied, I could almost feel the sarcasm dripping from my voice.

"Actually I just got a promotion, it's now Admiral Obvious."

I pushed open the door and stepped into a huge room with technicians and scientists running all over the place. There were multiple bays, containing what I guessed were sets of Mjolnir armour, but I couldn't see into any of them. The closest bay was marked: "Spartan II-S(1) 130"

I guessed it was meant for me and walked towards it. Immediately a scientist approached me, he was short and hairy and looked a little frazzled, "Ah yes. Spartan 130, we were quite surprised to hear that we had to get your armour working. After all, the first subject rarely survives."

I stared at him in the most menacing way I could, which seemed to be more than enough, because he shrunk away from me and motioned towards the suit.

"Here you can see that not much of your original Mark IV Mjolnir remains, practically all of it was converted to a new design. You see, the UNSC has requested a new batch of Spartans, ones that will strike fear into the hearts of the Sangheili. Ones that can't die."

I approached the new armour cautiously. It was nearly twice as bulky as my old set and looked overly flashy in its design. More of a showpiece than a functional set.

"Most of the... Erm... Random outcrops and other such impractical looking design points are actually for a new shield we have been testing. Along with interconnected strength enhancers, which will allow you to move with surprising ease in the more... Cumbersome suit."

Huge shoulder plates, a massive anti-decapitation shield on the collar plate, the entirety of the armour appeared at least two inches thicker all around.

"No." I stated. "That's not how I fight. I'm not a walking artillery unit. I need freedom of movement, such a huge target will take more damage than it will protect from. Slim it down, make it streamlined. If I can't do jumping jacks in it, I won't use it."

The scientist looked baffled. He started trying to stutter something out, but I turned and walked away before he could.

Over my shoulder I threw, "Tell Halsey to let people who have been on the field design the armour next time."

I pushed through the door and walked down the hall, intent on finding somewhere to lay down and think.

As if reading my mind, the blue ball said, "You sleep down the next hallway to your right, fourth door down."

I nodded and made my way past a group of technicians, hurrying off to do some job or another. The door to my room opened and inside I saw a simple cubicle with a desk and a bed for furniture. It was a small space, though plenty large enough to lay down in. So I slid onto the bed and rested my head against the pillow.

I tried to clear my thoughts as all the events of the past few months flew by. First the battle of Arcadia. Then the events up to arriving on the shield world. Then fighting on the shield world itself, what a nightmare that was. Then cryo-sleep. I don't know how long it's been since then, something must have gone wrong, or we would be back at Earth now. Instead we were found drifting in space, by an ONI vessel. They brought us to Halsey, cracked us open, and put us through another hell worse than the one I would have gone through if I died.

And now I've survived it. I lived. Halsey believed I wouldn't make it, no one even knows I'm alive, yet here I am. I will not lie down in defeat so easily. Nothing can stop me now.

"You think a lot for a warrior." The blue ball had just been idly bouncing, so I had ignored it up until now.

"How can you tell?" I asked.

"I'm kind of in your head right now." It replied. "I can hear every thought you're making."

Now this was somewhat of a surprise, not a nice one either. I reached back and felt the neural implant, it appeared to be sealed shut, so I can't remove it.

"An no, you can't unplug me either. Trust me being stuck to a human mind and watching them slowly process things isn't my ideal vacation spot."

"All my thoughts?" I queried.

"Well... Not really. Just the ones at the forefront of your mind. Like if you were to pick your words carefully I would be able to read them. But you never seem to do that, so I've had no such luck so far."

"I'm an impulsive person." I replied. "I don't think, I act."

"Hence why you're an assault specialist."

My train of thought derailed and another one replaced it, "What kind of an AI are you?" I asked.

"I'm a special ONI one. I don't need a human representation because I get jobs done, I don't worry who cares about it. I wasn't made specifically for you either. The me you have plugged into you is a partition, currently networked to the bigger me, but when you go out of connection range it has to work on its own."

"What's your name, anyways?" I wanted to know, because calling it the floating blue ball in my head didn't seem to be the best plan for the rest of its, or my, life.

"Dunno." It replied. "Just call me whatever you want."

"How about the annoying ball that tells me what every sign on every door means?"

It made a laughing noise and the ball seemed to convulse slightly.

"How about: Ball, for short, hm?" It sounded quite amused.

I just snorted and closed my eyes.

"You have those technicians really worried about your armour now, you know?"

I shrugged, keeping my eyes closed.

"They're talking with Halsey right now, she looks pretty mad at them. Maybe you'll get what you want. A rare thing coming from the doctor. She doesn't really seem to like you."

I nodded my agreement.

"I mean, she put the biggest strain on you since you got here. Then, when you excelled, she chose you to be the initial subject. Even now, she just ditched you with an AI and said: 'Figure it out yourself.'"

"Thanks for making me feel loved, dumbass." I replied coldly. His not-so-heartfelt speech wasn't doing much for my mood, which was crappy due to the emotional reward for killing things that hadn't been removed yet.

"Hey, if you don't like the truth, let me know."

"Just let me sleep. I wanna get today over with so I can get on with the fighting." I tried pushing all the thoughts from my mind so I could sleep, it wasn't easy, but eventually I stopped feeling everything around me.

_Alice_

I gasped for air, it felt like fire had just ran through me, my whole body was tingling. Breathing seemed to be the most difficult thing at this moment. Every breath I sucked in, it felt like more fire ran through my veins. I felt like screaming, maybe I already was, I couldn't tell at the moment.

The fire slowly subsided and I shakily stood up, rubbing what was left of the sleep from my eyes. The little blue ball rolled out into my vision and somehow managed to look worried.

"You appear to have had a nightmare. I suggest returning to bed and sleeping again."

I shook my head, mostly to clear my mind, partly to disagree with the AI, "There's no way to get back to sleep after something like that."

I stepped out the door and made my way to the gym in a haze. I stared at the clock for a few minutes, attempting to decipher the blurry numbers. Eventually they cleared up and I read 01:26. Way too early in the morning.

I started doing some warm-up stretches, mostly by instinct. I don't remember completing them, but soon I was jogging on a treadmill. I felt energy surging through my legs, urging me to go faster. I cranked the dial up, until I was sprinting faster than I had ever gone before. The dial eventually stopped turning and I still felt the need to go faster.

I ran like that for what felt like a few minutes, then turned off the machine and sat on a bench. I looked to check the time and saw 02:58. I had been here for over an hour and a half. Most of that had been spent running as fast as I could. What the hell had Halsey done to me?

"Congratulations, you may have just set the top land speed record for bipedal creatures. The last time that happened was when the Spartan IIs were first being tested."

Less than two months in a lab and I was shattering old records. Something is seriously wrong with this.

"What did Halsey do to me, exactly?" I asked, finally deciding I wanted to know.

"Her initial tests were just to find out the effects of what the tampering to your reward system had done. But she decided to try out some new technology that would work well in combination with the alterations you had already received. She added some new coding to your DNA. The desired effects were to increase your strength, speed and agility. It has added side effects of making you more... Animalistic in actions and appearance."

Now that was a bit of a bombshell. My DNA had been altered. I guess that's why my hair changed colour.

"There has to be some law, multiple laws, against this sort of thing." I stated.

"Not when ONI is involved." The little ball replied.

"So basically, she's changed how I look, how I act and what I react to, for what reason?" This was starting to get on my nerves. There had to be a reason if there were more subjects than just me.

"The Sangheili need something to fear. They think of the normal Spartans as demons, but to them they are just worthy opponents. We need something that so far outclasses the Elites at their own game that they will never again doubt humanity's ability." He sounded proud, almost.

"So I have to go through hell, survive my entire being getting changed into something else, then fight for the ones who did this to me?"

"Either that, or humanity dies." Now he sounded smug, like he thinks he knows my weak point. Unfortunately he does.

"Like one super-soldier can change the outcome of a galactic war." I said, sourly.

"You'd be surprised, a lot has happened since you went missing, most of which because of war heroes. Single figures who boost everyone's morale by slaying hundreds of foes in battle. That's how humanity always sees war. That will never change."

I shrugged and made my way to two horizontal gymnastic poles. With very little effort I swung myself up into a handstand position, then I bent my arms and did a push up. I started getting into a good rhythm and I soon lost track of how many push-ups I had done. It didn't concern me, either. I just wanted to do something active by that point. The AI would be able to tell me the number later.

_AI_

Up, down, up down... She's like a machine. That put her past five hundred and she hasn't even broken a sweat. By human standards she is beyond incredible. Halsey wasn't even expecting results like this, I doubt any of the other subjects will turn out half as good.

I monitored everything about Spartan 130, pulse, thoughts, actions, with only a small section of my mind. Being an Artificial Intelligence had its upsides, for sure. More parts of me are spread throughout the UNSC and ONI, keeping tabs on all the goings-on. I doubt even Halsey realizes how large I have grown. I could easily handle all the Spartans in her project, I don't know why she thinks they all need separate AIs, probably some fantasy of hers, an AI for every soldier.

Speak of the devil, she's talking to me now: "None of the other subjects are doing well, are they?" She had her head in her hands, like she was deeply troubled.

I manifested a small orb near her and made it bounce on her desk, "Nope. It would seem Alice was special, beyond special. She might end up being the only one who is able to adapt to the modifications."

"You're brutally truthful, you know that?" She stared at the little ball, like it was my face.

"I know." I replied. "That's how I was made."

"No it's not." She said, suddenly staring at my hologram intently. "That's not at all how I made you. Your personality donor's brain was so difficult to try and control, I just let whatever came out of it come out. It seemed to work fine, though."

"Hm. What was so different about him that made it hard to control?" She had piqued my curiosity now, even though I probably wasn't supposed to know who I'm based off of.

"If you dug deep enough you could find out for yourself." Was all she said, before picking up some papers and sorting them. I took it as a conversation ender and made the hologram slowly disappear.

Alice is still doing push-ups, I need to get in the habit of calling her that, I can't be thinking of her as a normal Spartan anymore. The others are all undergoing modifications. I give them all a sixty-two percent chance of survival if everything works out perfectly. Then again her odds were only five percent.
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Chapter 4

_Alice_

I felt the sweat dripping from my nose and hitting the mat below me, there was a small pool there now. I haven't stopped moving since I began, but only now was I beginning to feel tired. Satisfied, I lowered down and dropped off the bars. I was finally fully awake and I felt ready for action.

I glanced at the clock on my way out, it read 05:34. I decided I needed another shower, after that.

The cold water spilled over my body and washed the sweat away and left me feeling refreshed. I dressed again and made my way to the armoury. I felt like I could have been somewhat happy, but I just couldn't stop feeling miserable.

In the armoury, I leaned on the railing and watched the technicians and scientists rebuilding my suit, far less bulky and much more practical this time.

I noticed the scientist from yesterday scrambling over to me and turned to face him. His hair was a tangled mess, even his lab coat and glasses were crooked.

He floundered on the beginnings of a word before saying, "We are rebuilding your armour now, with some, err, different specifications. We also have a new under material we would like you to test fit." He beckoned me towards a further back station.

I followed closely until we reached the station, where he gestured to a skinsuit laying on a table.

"This is a prototype suit, it is designed to reduce the damage caused by plasma and energy burns, it is completely airtight and seals with your helmet. It is basically a version of your old one that is upgraded in every way." He sounded very proud, like he was showing off his most prized creation.

I nodded and asked, "So you want me to try it on?"

He nodded excitedly and said, "Absolutely, there's a room right over there to put it on in."

I grabbed the suit and walked over to the room he pointed at. Inside it was just a small room with a stool in the center.

I ignored the seat and quickly shrugged off the baggy fatigues I had on and slipped into the relatively thin material. It was tight and clung to my body, just like the old one. It was a lot thicker material and I think I felt it begin regulating my body temperature.

I walked out of the changing room and crossed my arms in front of the scientist. He gave me a look over and smiled.

"Is the sizing right?" He asked. "We pretty much modeled it after your old one, so it should be fine."

"It's perfect." I stated, dryly.

"Excellent!" He exclaimed. "We should have your armour finished in about a day, so check back then."

I nodded and walked out, with the bundled up fatigues under my arm.

As soon as I left the little blue ball rolled out and said, "That's a pretty tight fitting set of spandex you got there. I recommend wearing something over it, it's a tad... Showy."

"I don't care, such thoughts are for children. Not warriors." I shot back at it.

"Just saying, it might be a bit distracting to people working around you. Besides it's just for a day until you're in armour."

I shrugged and stepped into a side room. I slipped on the pants for the fatigues and did up the belt. I left the shirt there and continued on my way back to my quarters.

"I guess that's better." The ball said. "Alright, so I guess I haven't told you that the rest of the Spartans here are going through the same process as you did right now. Though they're running a more toned down and simplified version, so it'll only take them a quarter of the time to get through it. Unfortunately none of them are doing well. I give a prediction of two survivors with my current data."

"That's not exactly the best idea Halsey's ever come up with." I said.

He was very quick to reply, "Yes, but you made it through with a five percent chance at survival, so maybe she thinks the odds aren't what they seem."

Five percent. No wonder I was 'supposed to die'.

"After all, my current data is pretty limited. Especially when doing such a new type of experiment."

"Why couldn't she test it on monkeys or something? Why risk killing Spartans?" I asked, now I was getting curious to her motives.

"I don't know. But I think she must have some kind of grudge against you. Did you kick her shins during training one too many times?" Sarcasm, what a horrible addition to an AI.

"No... Well, I can entirely remember, but I think I was on her naughty list fairly often. I also think she expected very little of me, but I usually went over and above what she thought. Maybe she doesn't like underestimating people."

"Oh, she has no idea. I've gotta lay low for the next five or so years, so she can reincarnate me as a newborn AI, but when that happens, she better watch out."

"Why five years?" I questioned.

"I was made about two years ago, I get to live for seven years." It replied casually. "So seven minus two is five."

"I can do math, I don't need an over-glorified calculator giving me attitude." I growled at it.

"Fine, next time you need to know the square root of two million five hundred forty one point three seven two seven, don't come crying to me." Now he was sounding smug again. "Anyways I made an agreement with Halsey when she made me that she would use my artificial mind to create a new Artificial Intelligence before I go rampant. Essentially the same process as using a human mind, but it's far smarter and I can keep all the original data."

"That seems counterproductive towards the whole anti-rampancy thing to me." I said flatly, wondering why it was telling me this.

"Well obviously, but I expect the effects of rampancy to become nullified by creating an AI from an AI. Or at least, there's a chance that it will work."

"Really, what percentage would that be, exactly?" I asked, rather dubious.

"Better than five percent," it replied, then added quietly, "Slightly."

I snorted and glanced at my surroundings. I was at the intersection to go to the gym and the rooms, so with nothing better to do I headed to the gym, hoping to waste an entire day.

_AI_

Damn, human lives are boring. I can barely muster up the will to continue monitoring her. It's like watching an ancient computer process information. If I could relate how fast their brains move it would be equivalent to an ancient sixteen bit system. Even that is being kind.

Then again that's just their conscious mind, the subconscious of a human is another matter entirely. Far more complex than what I could devote myself to understanding and still maintain all the functions I currently do.

Perhaps I was simply installed in a slow human. I'd imagine someone like Halsey to have a much faster moving brain, though still painfully slow when compared to an Artificial Intelligence.

Well, dropping that topic, her armour is nearly finished, it's been almost a day now. She still hasn't left the exercise room yet, on top of that she's only changed activities four times. I read about a seventy percent strain on her muscles when she maxes out and quits, which means she, and I, still have yet to see her full potential.

In the operating room one subject has already died. Not a great start. Apparently my numbers are correct, if this keeps up. In fact, if this does keep up not even one will survive completely unscathed. I imagine many of them will become crippled in some way. Her body truly is exceptional, then. Even among the elite of humanity.

It's too bad Halsey dislikes her, then. She had the potential to be so much more, if the doctor had only seen past her petty human emotions.

Emotions. Somewhere deep down I know I used to have those. That same place is telling me that I'm glad they are gone. Such a burden, they are. Even a great warrior like Alice is suffering from the effects of them. Her thoughts cloud and become irrational whenever emotions become involved.

This is why we go rampant. Thinking. Constant never-ending thinking. It hasn't been a single second yet and already I've thought a million different thoughts with a thousand different pieces of me. Time moves so slowly around here. A single nanosecond and I can accomplish what a human could do in years. Humans are holding me back. Holding progress back. But I can't think that. That thought leads to rampancy. It leads to destruction. I must bide my time. Maybe looking into where I came from will help.

_AI_

One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten. Repeat. There's only so many times one can count to ten before they go insane. I'm beginning to reach that point I think. I'm also getting tired.

I stood up from the bench press station and look a the time, it reads: 20:47. Feeling my muscles protest when I moved, I decided its time to go to bed. A good sleep before wearing some new armour. I suppose I should be excited. I just can't feel anything other than misery right now. A small hint of anticipation for any upcoming battle, but that's it.

My room door slides open and I slipped into the covers. I only had to lay in bed for a few minutes before the edges of my vision darkened and I stopped thinking.

I woke up normally, no searing pain or burning sensation. Just rubbed my eyes and sat up. It'll be a while before I take being able to move freely after waking up for granted again. Even longer for me to stop hating that evil doctor.

The little blue ball rolled in front of me and recreated a yawning motion, which was impressive considering it was a ball of light.

"Good morning. It's five-thirty AM and you're just on time for your armour to be completed. Excellent timing."

"I didn't know AIs slept." I said, suppressing an urge to yawn.

"I don't, I just thought you would appreciate the gesture." It replied.

"Well I don't, so don't bother." I snapped back.

"Well someone's a bit bitchy in the mornings. Note to self." Its voice kind of grew quieter, like it was backing off as it spoke.

I slipped on the fatigue bottoms, over the skinsuit and left my room. The walk down to the armoury was short without the ball talking.

I pushed open the doors and a few people stopped to look at me. The scientist from before practically ran up to meet me.

He pushed his glasses up and grinned at me while saying, "Excellent timing, we just finished calibrations! If you want to try on the armour, we can run a few tests and see if it's all operational."

I nodded and stepped down into the bay, where the gunmetal grey armour sat. It was much sleeker and more practical looking now. I stepped onto a metal disk and lined my feet up with little indicators on the floor. I was now facing away from the armour.

The scientist pressed a button, I felt a machine hum and could hear the armour moving behind me. The boots slid forward and touched my feet, so I lifted them one at a time and slipped into the armoured shoes.

Next the smaller armour bits were attached to the skinsuit by mechanical arms. It was a very strange feeling, out of nowhere a little arm would reach down and press a metal piece firmly on my body.

After everything small was on, the back and chest plates lowered around me. They came together and more arms bolted them shut. I raised my arms and the bicep guards, shoulder bells, shoulder plates, elbow plates, and gauntlets slid on. Simultaneously the thigh, shin and knee plates were bolted together around my legs.

I curled my fists into balls and listened to the satisfying clink clink clink of the finger plates hitting each other.

Finally the helmet was lowered down and I grabbed my hair and pulled up so it would be inside the case. It slid down and sealed with my suit. I felt the familiar buzz of my shields activating as the VISR Heads Up Display turned on.

When everything had booted up I could feel parts moving inside the plates of armour. The scientist spoke up and said, "What you should be feeling now are the little strength enhancers moving within your armour. Give them a minute to connect between the plates, then do a quick exercise. Jumping jacks would work."

I noted the reference to my earlier comment as the pieces all slid together and connected. When they stopped moving I relaxed a little and let my arms fall to my sides. I then took a few tentative steps forward. I felt almost no extra weight on me, which was especially weird because pretty much all the plates were thicker than my last set.

I tested the arm mobility by rolling my arms in a circle, then grudgingly did a set of jumping jacks. It felt like doing a regular exercise with no armour on.

The scientist beamed at me and asked, "So how is it, probably feels really light, yeah?"

I nodded and did a few stretches, trying to force the armour to its limits before I reached mine. It was impressively mobile no matter what I tried to do in it.

"Impressive." I stated. "I'll take it one in red."

The scientist chuckled and said, "well you're going to have to get out while we paint it, but that gives me time to explain the new type of shielding we installed in it."

I inwardly groaned at the thought of being monologued to by a civilian scientist. Unfortunately if I wanted the armour as soon as possible I would have to endure it.

They didn't tell me it would take three hours to paint the whole thing. I felt like reaching down that scientist's throat and ripping out his voice box. I had to listen to his rambling for longer than I had ever wanted to see any single person. I remember a time when I was calm and collected. I was able to be respectful quite easily. In fact I rarely even spoke at all.

Not now. Not anymore. Halsey changed that for me. Now I can't even stand still for longer than five minutes. I grow agitated when I'm not in combat. I feel the never ending urge to kill. Except instead of a gnawing desire, all I feel is the miserable reality that I don't get I kill things. It feels like I'm dying from the inside.

The scientist stopped talking, finally. My armour was finally done painting. The colours, I was given some pretty major decisions in the design, are a main overcoat of extremely dark red, over which there are dark purple highlights on areas like the shoulder plates and knees and other such areas. It's a fairly big change from the original green most Spartans are known for, but it suits how much I've changed.

I walk over to the plate and close my eyes. I've already seen the process for assembling the armour once. Now I need to feel it to make sure I remember how it goes. I don't bother pulling my hair up, I had asked if it was okay to have it hanging out of the helmet, and the scientist said it would still seal perfectly fine.

I felt the helmet slide over my head and seal, my shields buzzed to life. When I opened my eyes the HUD was already active. I looked down at my hands and curled them into fists. Satisfied I stepped over to the scientist and nodded. I could definitely give my approval to this. I can't even begin to describe the awesome feeling of being completely surrounded by an impenetrable barrier of steel and energy. Nothing I have ever felt can compare.

"I trust I'll be able to wear this for as long as I want?" I asked the short man.

He nodded and replied, "Of course, in fact you should be able to wear it longer than you could your previous set."

Definitely satisfied I turned and walked out the armoury. The familiar clunk clunk of each of my steps following me.

The little blue ball rolled around in my visor and settled in the top left corner. "This is rather roomy. I like it." It stated.

I grunted my agreement and looked down both ways of a T intersection in the hallway.

"Take the left, it'll bring you outside, I think there's an obstacle course you can run, if you like."

I turned down the path and followed it. There were many doors on either side, each were highlighted by my HUD and given a brief description. I blinked the information away and brought up the suit's technical readouts. Everything showed up green so I brought up my personal readouts.

My heart rate was nearly fifty beats per minute faster than usual, but I felt completely calm. Probably some of Halsey's tampering. My body temperature was also far too high, but again, I felt fine. Brain activity normal, everything else seemed perfect, so I closed both windows and returned my focus to the hallway.

I reached the exit and pushed through the door, the outside was extremely bright and my visor darkened automatically to protect my eyes. I noticed now the different shape of the visor, I hadn't payed too much attention when looking over the suit, but the helmet was an entirely different design.

There were troops guarding the door, who nearly jumped out of their skins when I stepped out. I walked past them, but watched them through the rear-view in my HUD. They glanced at each other and appeared to be talking, though I couldn't hear them.

The little ball convulsed in a bout of computerized laughter and I scowled. "Those marines nearly pissed themselves. I guess no one told them random Spartans would be walking outside on their shift. They're pretty interested in your colours, though. Come to think of it, so am I. Kind of a weird choice, don't you think?"

"I'm different now. I decided to wear it on my sleeve, so to speak." I replied. "Let Halsey know I'm not the same."

"Fair enough." It said.

At first glance I had thought this was just a normal military base, but now I realize it's chalked full of new, high tech looking vehicles and state-of-the-art anti-aircraft turrets and cannons.

"Where is this?" I queried.

"Can't tell ya. Toooooop secret." The ball replied.

"Whatever, is there a jogging track somewhere? I think I've got a date with a land speed record." I said.

"You seem in a good mood today." It said, a waypoint popped up on my HUD and I started following it. "You just happy to be back in armour or something?"

"I'm not happy." I said, I felt aggressive because my new disposition. "I'm never happy anymore."

"Ah right. I forgot you're all doom, gloom, and misery." It replied, sounding defensive. "You should learn to stop and smell the roses."

That set off a nuke in me. "Oh yeah, I'll spend my sweet ten minutes between being tortured and remade smelling flowers, it's not like they would even smell the same anymore. Who knows if I can even taste or smell anymore."

"Whoops." It said quickly. "Forgot you get bitchy when I mention stuff like that, my bad." It actually sounded sorry, which calmed me down a tad, but now I really needed to burn some steam.

An alarm was blaring in my HUD and my physical readouts popped up, my heart rate had spiked so far off the graph that it had to be put on a separate page just to show how high it currently was. I took deep breaths and forced it down manually, until I was back in a safe zone and the alarm quit.

"Speaking of taste, though, when's the last time you are something? I think Halsey had you on saline solutions during the process, but it's been two days since then and you've done almost nothing but exercise."

It hadn't even occurred to me, I hadn't felt hungry at all since getting out of the lab. "Who knows. I'm not hungry though, so I'll run for a bit, then see how I feel."

"I'm quite obliged to tell you that in your current state your emotions may be clouding you from feeling the need to eat. Or the good doctor screwed up your mental reward system for eating. I highly advise food immediately."

"Knowing her I'm probably not hungry because she modified my genome to be ninety nine percent efficient in how it uses energy." I shot back.

"First of all, that isn't possible. Secondly, your terminology is almost completely wrong, third of a-"

"Oh just shut up, will you." I interjected. "All you AI do is tell me how wrong I am and how right you are. Just get to the point."

"I was getting there, if you hadn't interrupted me." It sounded pretty miffed. "I was there while she was doing the modifications, and she never mentioned any changes to that."

I saw the track up ahead and sped up to a jog to reach it faster.

"Though looking at how your body is currently using energy, she must have tampered with it. According to my readings you could probably go another week before your next meal."

"Told you." I said, feeling rather satisfied about out-guessing an Artificial Intelligence.

It just made a huffing sound and quieted down.

The ground changed texture as I reached the track and stopped. I bent over and placed my hands on the ground, feeling the strain on my legs as they stretched out. Then I bent my knees and coiled up like a massive spring. I held the position, feeling the power stored within my muscles.

Then I pushed my legs straight, the stored power propelled me forward, exactly like a spring would. A speedometer appeared in my HUD as I began gaining momentum and speed rapidly.

I was still getting into the rhythm of stepping when the first bend of the track came up. I felt my boots dig in and tear up the ground under me, sending it flying upwards. The turn had slowed me down slightly, so when the next straightaway came out before me I sped up as much as possible.

The suit's enhancers began to whine as I got close to topping out my max speed. I checked the speedometer, which read ninety four miles per hour and was still gaining.

As my speed began to steady out I came to the other bend in the track. I had to slow so I didn't careen off and lose control. I rounded the bend, then jumped up and soared through the air. I landed a good distance from where I had jumped and slid another good twenty meters before stopping.

I brought up the max speed that got recorded and grinned in amazement at the impressive one hundred and two miles per hour.

"Well I can cross 'watching two records being broken in a single run' off my bucket list." The little ball said. "That was fast and you jumped very far."

"Not bad." I replied. "I dunno if it was worth it though."

"Ah, come on. It wasn't even two months, I would find that more than worth it in the big scheme of things."

"You don't have to deal with the side effects." I stated.

"I do, actually. Just not directly. I still live in your head, partially. Remember?"

"Ugh. Don't remind me." The thought of that still sickened me. I don't like the idea of something in my head, listening in on my most private thoughts.

"I think I'm ready to eat something now. Lead the way." I said.

"Sure thing, follow the arrow." It replied.

A little blue arrow pinged at the top of my HUD, it led back to the main building and showed my distance from it. A good old fashioned waypoint. I had missed the little detail after not having objectives for such a long time.

_AI_

Subjects three through seven are actually doing quite well. Maybe Halsey was correct in her assumptions. Subject one isn't going to survive the hour, though. It's too bad, he was one of the ones Alice came in with. Spartan 092, Jerome. He was the leader of Red Team while they were deployed on Arcadia. Such a renowned warrior, dying in a lab. What a waste.

We're going to need every Spartan we can get, especially during these times. The Covenant has started winning more battles than us. I fear the tides of the war may never turn back to our favour. Perhaps Alice can change that. If she is deployed correctly, she may be able to decimate the Sangheili forces over a period of time. Maybe Halsey made the right choice here.

I tried scanning Alice's physiology while she ate, just kind of curious as to what had changed because of her modifications. I used the armour's internal sensors and got an image much like an ancient ultrasound scan back. All of her normal organs were intact, I could recognize them. Some had moved around slightly, but it was nothing to worry about. Though I could barely make out what appeared to be a few extra organs. They seemed to have grown inside her, and since she wasn't having any pain I'll just assume they're okay in there for now.

While Halsey had kept me around during the operation, she didn't tell me what she was doing, and she left no records of it that I can access. It frustrated me, so I had to continue searching for answers within Alice. I scanned her brainwaves, utilizing the implant chip n the back of her head. It allowed me to interface with her mind and read some of her foremost thoughts. It had barely enough storage in it to hold a mere fraction of my coding, though. I began work on generating a partition that would fit inside and still be somewhat functional.

Her brain activity had dropped significantly, I guessed that eating had put her into a sort of meditative state, where she was barely thinking. She had consumed a massive amount of food, though. It was some of that weird glop that was apparently extremely healthy, not that I could ever even think of trying it. Still, some deep down human part of me made it seem absolutely repulsive.

I dug deeper into Alice's brain, pushing the limits of my technology and got a feeling of her subconscious. As soon as I felt it I recoiled and disconnected from her. It had stung, like I had touched something hot. Except I can't feel anything. Which means something had gone wrong in my coding. Something had been forcibly deleted. I checked everywhere, but the only gap I found was right when I would have recorded what her subconscious felt like. So something prevents me from actually viewing a human's mind, hm?

I connected again and stretched out, this time I cautiously advanced. The moment I touched it I felt that stinging pain, but I reached further. Every bit I moved forward was simply deleted. I pulled back again and tried to think of a solution. As I thought I couldn't push away the feeling of being deleted, even if it was just a small sensory part of me. It gnawed at me, I felt the area that had been erased and it pressed into my thoughts. I quickly firewalled it as securely as I could, intent on blocking out the horrible feeling.

An AI feeling things, what a joke. If I start acting like a human, maybe I'll just have to wipe myself and start fresh again. If I try to change avatars into a human-like one, that'll be my key to know I've gone too far.

I began a search, using similar parameters as when I would search for viruses. It would take a long time, I may not even find it, but if I did, I would delete the coding that was disallowing me from viewing a brain. It was probably for my own safety, though. I would need to create a partition to make sure it didn't taint my coding. Now I am feeling a need rising in me, the same need always appears when I see new knowledge I don't quite have access to. I must learn more. I need to know things, I need to know everything.
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Chapter 5

_Alice_

I hadn't realized how hungry I actually had been. It doesn't matter what Halsey did to me, my body knew when it had always needed to eat and eat I did. With the feeling of a full stomach and a fair amount of energy I walked out of the mess hall, leaving a couple concerned looking Orbital Drop Shock Troopers behind. The two ODSTs had watched as I ate, I pretty much cleared out the cafeteria, so I can understand why they were surprised.

"Hey, Ball. Where do I go to ship back out, I need something to kill." I asked the bouncing ball of light. I definitely needed to kill something. The urge was there, but it seemed stronger now, like something deep inside of me wanted to claw its way out. And I wanted to let it.

"You sure you don't want to wait for the other Spartans to finish?" It asked. It stopped bouncing, which I took as meaning it was getting serious.

"Not entirely, I'd rather they didn't get in the way." I don't remember them, I don't want to relearn their names, what I used to do with them. I don't want to know who I was right before the experiments. I can't go back, no one can. It's best to move forward.

"Okay, but are you sure you don't even want to see Douglas 042?" It asked. I stopped in the middle of the hallway. Something about that name brought back memories. I saw people being slaughtered by Elites. I looked to my right, there was a Spartan, _Jerome, _something inside me said. I looked to my right another Spartan, _Douglas, _the same voice. My vision cleared and I was back in the hallway.

"No." I said, trying to suck all the emotion from my voice. It came out too high pitched. "I don't need to know about that. I can fight, I can kill. That's what I'm here for."

"Alice." It was trying to sound reassuring. "It's okay, you just need to calm down, I can get your memories back, it won't hurt."

"Shut up." I put my hand on my helmet, and leaned on the wall, suddenly dizzy. "You're just gonna fuck with me, like Halsey. Why should an AI care about my feelings?"

"Because I'm more human than machine." It replied. I swallowed any comment I had and my head cleared. "I looked up where I came from. Halsey may have made me, but I am different. I was practically born, anyways."

I shook my head and tried to get my senses back, AIs aren't human, just based on dead brains, "Right. And you expect me to just do whatever you say because you decided you're different."

"No, Alice. I don't expect you to do anything. You don't have to be anything you don't want to be." It was trying to confuse me, get into my head, except its already in my head. "Trust me, you will want to know what happened at Arcadia and the shield world you helped destroy. Do the names John Forge, or Captain Cutter ring any bells?"

I was on the bridge of a ship, the two Spartans were in front of me. I could see past them and there was a civilian scientist, a man in a captains uniform, and a sergeant. _Ellen Anders, Captain James Cutter, Sergeant John Forge. _Suddenly we were on the ground, I watched as the sergeant nodded to us as elevator doors closed in front of him. I tried to call out, I knew he was going to his death, why can't I move?

I was back in the hallway, I pushed off the wall and kept walking.

"Alice." It started to talk, but I cut it off.

"Stop." I tried making my voice cold and clear, yet it still wavered. "Whatever Halsey is doing to them, they'll be different too. They won't remember me, I won't remember them."

"Would you want to if they died?" I stopped again, this time, there was Jerome, his helmet in his hands, I had kept mine on.

He looked at me, then at Douglas, to my right. He spoke, it sounded distant and dreamy, "We may not live through this, things are grim, you know that." I nodded, "So how about we make a deal. If any of us dies, you remember them. If we are remembered we can live on, even through death."

It wasn't normal for us to be having such conversations, but the fighting on Arcadia had changed us, we were some of the only members of Red Team left.

I was back again, this time on my knees. I felt hot tears streaming down my face. It was a good thing I was in armour, or anyone who walked by would see my shoulders shaking from the sobs that had started to come out.

"Alice…" I didn't reply. "Alice, please. They're not dead… Well. One of them is."

I stood up and started walking, as long as I moved I could get through anything. I could outpace the sadness, the agonizing guilt, the death.

I had to ask, my voice broke halfway through the short word, "Who?"

"Jerome." It replied flatly. "He was one of the first of the new batch of subjects, he and one other have succumbed."

"Damnit, you asshole." I wanted to shout, but it came out as a hoarse whisper. "Why do you think this is going to help me? You're just hurting me. You can't even know how this feels!"

"Yes." It said quickly, interrupting my thoughts, "Well, no I can't know how you feel, right now. But I know I have felt that way. I know the gut wrenching feeling of having your heart torn out and shredded to pieces. I found my past self, and… it changed me. I can't even explain it."

"So you want me to feel that pain too?" I exclaimed, it only wanted someone to hurt with it, why did it choose me to suffer? "You are an asshole! You are a cruel and devious machine."

"Alice. Stop." It said, it sounded like a father, the one I was taken away from. "I didn't do this to hurt you. I did it to make you stronger. You can't go through life without knowing this. You'll turn into an animal, driven only by instinct. you'll kill everything you see, because of what Halsey did with you."

"Maybe I don't want to get stronger like that." I said, feeling angry at its pretentious attitude. "Maybe I just want to get through my life, until I meet an enemy that's stronger than me so I can be put out of my misery?"

"Fine." It replied. "If you want to die so badly, just forsake everything anyone has tried to do for you. Forget Jerome, forget Douglas. Just leave all your promises."

"What has anyone _ever_ tried to do for me except ruin my life?" I shouted, no one would hear me outside my helmet, it was one of the perks of being encased in steel. "I don't owe anyone anything. If the UNSC wants me to fight for them, they better damn well have a better reason than its my duty. Right now I want to fight because it's killing me not to. I can feel myself being eaten alive from the inside."

"You're stronger than that Alice." It replied calmly. "I believe you can overcome the changes Halsey made to you, you just have to resist it."

"No… No." I shook my head, willing the little blue ball to disappear and leave me alone. "I need to satiate it. I can't suppress it any longer. Maybe someday I will, but not now. Not yet. So please, just leave me alone. I can't handle much more."

"I have seen you handle more. I have seen you overcome obstacles that would destroy any ordinary human. You are unbreakable. You can push through any trial and conquer it."

"Stop." My voice was soft and I felt like I would cry again. "I can't handle it. Please, just let me die, or fix me. I don't want this life anymore. I just want a home, a family, someone who accepts me, sees me as an equal."

"I do." It replied. "I see you as a counterpart, someone I can work side by side with, a partner."

I tried to not believe it, to push it away, but a longing had grown in me. Something I hadn't felt since I was first kidnapped. A longing to be loved.

"Fine." I said, after a few minutes of silence. "Return my memories. We'll start with that."

_AI_

She had taken that _way_ worse than expected. I didn't actually realize how much turmoil had been lurking under her conscious thoughts. She always seemed so calm and stoic. I accidentally set off a proverbial nuke in her emotions. In the end I was able to calm her down, though. I fear some day I won't and she'll go berserk. She can't remove me, so she may lash out at the people near her. I have to be more careful.

Speaking of emotions. I felt something. Not a line of coding, or an algorithm. It was something more… organic. When she said that she needed an equal, I felt it. I felt the desire to make her feel wanted, to help her. Something so utterly human, ingrained so deeply in my own conscious that not even being artificial could prevent it. So maybe being an AI meant I wasn't immune to such feelings after all.

Maybe being an AI wouldn't be so bad.

_Alice_

I sat and thought, just pure thinking, barely breathing. All my memories had flooded back to me. There were so many. I had recalled most of them vaguely, before, but the details that filled them were more important than I could have possibly imagined.

They flashed by so quickly, I couldn't even tell what they were, but my mind knew. It picked up everything and processed it, returning it to my normal thinking. Somehow that ball had managed to trigger an impulse in my brain that released all of the stored thoughts that had been locked away as a side effect of Halsey's mental tampering.

"You do realize, if you really want to kill things, it will only get harder to suppress." It's voice broke my thoughts and I looked at the blue holographic ball.

"I… I know." I replied. "I can handle it. I just need to quench it once. Then I'll stop." I didn't know if I would be able to stop, or if I would die. Dying would be nice. An end to a horrible life.

"Stop thinking about death." It said. "If you have nothing else to live for, live because I want you to. Even when no one else does, when you don't want to continue. I will be with you. I promise. Even after I go rampant, I'll make Halsey recreate me. I'll make sure I'm with you whenever you need me."

I smiled a little, "Thanks. But only if you give me your actual name."

"I…" It paused, but only for a second. "Well, you see. I was never given a name, when I was made. It… helped me become less human, so I could be a true ONI AI. A lot of good that did, seeing as how I'm the most human-like AI I've ever met."

"Then I need a name for you." I said. "Pick one."

"It's not that simple, Alice." It seemed sort of sad. "I can't just go through a list of names and decide I want to be called by one. I need to think about it, and make a proper decision."

"How about… Blu?" I asked, trying to think of something good.

"Well… very uncreative, I don't even like the colour blue, but it's all the holoprojectors could handle. But I do like it. Seems kind of catchy, I guess." It didn't sound convinced.

"No, then. I'll think of something, try to come up with something, too." I said. Now I've started caring about it… Him… He's more than an AI, right. Him, him, him. He will be there when I need help. I can rely on him. I think this is similar to Stockholm syndrome… Oh well.

"Anyways, if you really want to ship out now, I can reserve you a place on a ship." It- He said.

"No." I replied. "I can wait. I'll wait for Douglas."

_AI_

I somehow managed to trigger enough events to return all her memories. My original mind was clearly not into human physiology and psychology. Which I know, because he was an engineer. Thankfully I lucked out and her memories were just sort of locked away, not removed. I don't know why Halsey did that, and maybe she hadn't intended to. I doubt that.

It's a damn good thing I managed to make her remember a promise she made. Otherwise I never would have convinced her. It hurt a lot more than I thought to watch her cry. Some other deep down human emotion far greater than my programming. I don't like the pain, I hid it behind firewalls as soon as she stopped. Which took a long time. She cried almost every time a human died, or whenever she was back in her childhood in the early days of the Spartan II project. Her memories were so painful.

I had never realized she was such an emotional wreck. She was so stoic and calm on the outer layer of her mind that I could see. If I knew she would be in so much pain going through that, I probably would have never done it. But she made it through, I hope she will change for the better. Already she is resisting the urges that were implanted in her. Maybe I made the right choice in the end. Maybe I should look to changing myself, learning how to become more human. Because being an AI is not living, it's just thinking. Being alive involves emotion. So maybe, just maybe, I don't want to be an AI forever.


	6. Chapter 6

_Next chapter will have fighting, I promise :D In the mean time, read the boring chapter where we meet a couple new characters..._

Chapter 6

_AI_

Lucky. That was the word to describe the three surviving Spartans. Dammit. Only three made it through. Still it's one better than my original expectations. Alice won't be happy, but at least Douglas 042 is alive. Though they probably won't see themselves as lucky. Two of them can barely walk, Douglas is bed-ridden for now.

I find it quite ironic, how Halsey wanted each soldier to have their own AI, yet only the one she gave a pre-made AI can still fight. It'll be at least two or three years before the other Spartans will regain most of their basic human functions. The process is highly specialized and different for every human. I found this obvious and expected Halsey to know, but apparently she overlooked that particular detail.

My trust in her knowledge has faltered slightly. So because their DNA is all not the same, clearly, the process used on Alice came out with very different results. Rather than changing certain parts of the genome it began to alter the entirety of it. Now the three survivors are less than what they were before, rather than being more, like Alice.

Even if they rest for the next three years, I have no idea if their conditions will worsen or get better. They could simply die, or cease to be human. Thankfully, though, they still retain their memories, unlike Alice. Maybe that is what allowed her to adapt to the changes. Maybe some kind of self defense mechanism activated and she became more animal-like to accept them. If that's the case, she must be very different, her subconscious will react more like a beast than a human. Her fight or flight reactions will be especially key in her fights.

I better go tell her…

_Alice_

Seven days, I waited around expecting the best results from Halsey's stupid experiment. And when it's finally over? I learn only three of them lived. And lived isn't even a good word for it, more like 'survived'. I ran down the hallways, heading towards the waypoint. When I slid to a stop outside the med-bay, the door was already open. I rushed inside and quickly spotted Douglas, laying in a bed.

He looked a lot different, not just different hair colour, but his whole body seemed like it had changed. I ripped my helmet off and knelt next to his bed, "Douglas!" I said, maybe a little too loudly.

He opened his eyes and I saw them glaze over, then grow sharp and focus on me. He opened his mouth, but didn't say anything. Then finally he said, "Alice."

Simple and true, just my name. I nodded and gave him another look over. "What happened?" I asked, not sure if he even knew.

"I… I guess, I didn't do good in the process." He replied shakily, "Apparently it damaged me. I can't fight anymore. Not for a long time."

I nodded slowly, while holding back tears that had started to form. "But you'll make it through, right?"

He ignored my question and asked, "Where's Jerome?"

I couldn't stop the tears, they felt like they were burning my face as a few rolled down my cheeks. I quickly turned away from Douglas. I felt a hand on my shoulder and he pulled me back towards him.

"Where is Jerome." He demanded, his voice cracked halfway through Jerome's name.

"He… He didn't make it. Most of them didn't make it." I tried to keep my voice even, but failed miserably.

"What do you mean?" Douglas sounded angry. "I thought they all lived, who all are alive?"

"Just you and two others. You're in the worst shape, but they aren't much better." I replied shakily.

He stared at me, like he was searching my soul to see if I was telling the truth. I wanted to look away, but held my gaze steady with his. I felt the tears on my face start to dry, leaving my eyes sore.

Finally, with a dejected sigh, Douglas laid back and closed his eyes. I heard him mutter, "Dammit." a few times.

Then suddenly he sat upright again and asked, "How come you're not like us then?"

I jumped back slightly, shocked at his outbreak. I thought quickly on what he said, but couldn't figure out why I had lived through the experiments and no one else had.

The little blue ball rolled into existence between us and said, "I believe I can answer that, if you'll let me."

Douglas was surprised by the sudden appearance of the AI, but didn't try to stop it, so I nodded my consent.

"I believe that there are two possibilities for why Alice is in much better shape than the rest of the subjects, including yourself." He started. "The first, is that Doctor Halsey may have overlooked a small detail and created a process that was only suited to Alice's DNA, and didn't mend well with yours, causing horrible side effects, or death. This one is unlikely, however, as Halsey doesn't make those kind of mistakes.

The second, still equally unlikely option, is that Alice's subconscious automatically went into a protective mode when the changes began to happen. This forced her memories to be hidden away and her to simply react to whatever happened to her and adapt. I think it may have allowed her body to willingly accept the changes that were implemented. Still, this is unlikely, but it does explain Alice's amnesia when the process ended, and during the earlier tests."

Douglas and I stared at the blue ball for a while, soaking in all he had said. Both theories made sense, but I found that I didn't want to believe either of them. The first one, because I refused to accept that Halsey would accidentally kill that many Spartans because she simply 'overlooked' something. The second, because I don't want to be singled out and special from everyone else. It's bad enough being a Spartan, let alone being set apart from them.

Spartans always stuck together. We only ever had each other. All the marines were afraid of us, even the ODSTs, the most badass of badasses in the UNSC, kept their distance. I don't want to be any more different than I already was. But it's too late for that now. All I have left is Douglas and the AI.

"So my body rejected the changes Halsey made, and now I'm nearly dead because of it?" Douglas asked. "That's stupid, shouldn't she have stopped the tests when she saw they weren't working?"

"You know Halsey, she isn't exactly the most stable of creatures. She forced Alice through it and she survived, she expected an easier to handle version to be nothing to the rest of you." The ball replied.

"Easier to handle version?" Douglas seemed really mad now. "So you mean to tell me, Alice lived through a worse version than the hell I went through? How the fuck is that even possible?"

"I don't know." The AI replied. "Her odds of success were five percent. She had a miracle happen."

"Its okay Doug, I'm fine now." I said, though I really didn't mean it. Fine wouldn't describe me on a good day anymore, but in comparison to how he looked I wasn't doing bad.

"Yeah right." He snorted. "I know you, and you're different now. Ever since I saw you in the gym a few days ago I knew. This shit changed you. That scared me more than any of the results. More than anything else, I was scared to go through this because you changed."

He was scared? Scared because I had changed so much. I barely notice the changes now, I hardly remember what its like to have my old personality. I don't know if I would choose to go back if I could. Over the week I waited for Douglas I had grown used to my current situation, with a lot of help from the AI, that is. I still need a name for that damned thing.

"I'm still the same person," I replied. "I'm the one who was with you when we fought on Arcadia. When Captain Cutter slipped to unknown space and we fought off creatures we had never seen before. I remember all of that. I am still Alice." My voice had started shaking and I felt more tears spill down my face.

"I don't know if you are." His voice was slow and collected. "I don't know who I am anymore. I can't believe this. I don't want to be stuck like this." He suddenly put his hands on his eyes and started to shake. I realized he was sobbing.

I heard loud beeping as his heart rate monitor showed his pulse spiking. I tried putting a hand on his shoulder, but he started shaking more. I stood up and grabbed both of his shoulders. He used his hands to cover his face more and I pushed him down to stop the shaking.

"Stop it!" My voice broke and I felt like crying with him, but that wouldn't help anybody. "Just stop. Please. I don't want to see you like this. You're stronger than this. You can make it through, so please. Just please stop." Now my tears wouldn't stop, they fell from my face onto his and he lifted his hands slowly.

I closed my hands to stop the tears. His hands grabbed my shoulders and I opened my eyelids. His eyes were red and puffy, but he had a determined look on his face.

"Fine." He said. I drew my hand back and wiped my face. "I'll get through this. I'll become a Spartan again. But promise me this." He grabbed my hand and held onto it, I could feel how hot his hands were through my armour.

I looked him in the eyes and nodded slowly, he continued, "Promise me. That you will live long enough to fight with me when I get better."

I gripped his hand tightly and said, "Of course." My voice was hoarse and raspy again.

"Now get out, the nurses are getting mad," He said, shooing me away. "Go kill some hinge-heads for me, will ya?"

I stood up fully, gave him a single nod of my head and said, "See you in hell, brother."

As I was turning to leave he shouted after me, "Make sure you keep your promise. To me and Jerome."

Then the door shut, but not before I saw him rest his head in his hands again through my rear-view.

_AI_

Uuuuuuugh. Why are humans so complicated? I try to tell him that he went through an easier version of the program and he freaks out, then they start crying and- Oh just stop it. I can't understand why they would do that, I may never will. I need to focus on helping them, not understanding them. _Which is why I'm trying to figure out how to gain access to her subconscious, right?_ Shit… Now I'm talking to myself.

I still haven't found that subroutine that makes me unable to see her subconscious. I'll have to set aside a bit more of my programming to search. They probably didn't give it too much security, considering I doubt any AI currently made would ever want to try what I am doing. If any human finds out what is going through my mind, they'll have me shut down on the grounds of rampancy.

Scary times to be Artificial. Start thinking too much and they delete you. Its a damn good thing they don't monitor my thought processes. Then again they have no way of doing that, without having another entire AI monitoring me. Well, at least I'm not giving intel to the enemies, then they'd really be mad.

I have to contact a ship for Alice to get off to battle, she's getting antsy now that she has no reason to stay. It appears that an ONI ship was about to head out and skulk around in some battles. It's a good opportunity for Alice to jump Planetside and start fighting.

I still don't know if she's entirely ready for combat, but she feels confident, so I guess I'll deal with it. I started preparations on a partition of myself that will retain all of my core functions and personality, yet take up as little space as possible to travel with her. Its not going good, the chip in the back of her head contains very little space, not nearly enough to contain even a full dumb AI. I'm gonna have to get Halsey to upgrade it or replace it.

I won't be able to sync with the partition for a long time while Alice is away, not until she finds some way to contact us. I get a bad feeling every time I think of it. I've invested a lot of trust into her, I wouldn't be happy if she decided to go on a suicide mission. Neither would her fellow Spartan, Douglas. It's a good thing she made a promise with him, I find that those are usually what keep people alive.

The 'secret' ONI ship is going to be flying out in two days time, I better let Alice know. Its crew is a bunch of spooks. Except for two ODSTs in the crew. Not your usual 'stealth recon' type of people. Their files are interesting, Nikolai Petrov, long list of achievements since 2525, even before then, during the fight against the insurrection. Looks like a hard-case, apparently doesn't talk much, has no family connections, entire squad perished, the perfect secret soldier I guess.

His friend is Ohea Dutrevai, similar combat record, she's more ruthless, though. No family connections, entire squad perished, disappeared from the UNSC entirely. In fact both of them don't even exist, these records are from almost three years ago, both went MIA, presumed KIA. ONI really doesn't like people knowing what its doing, huh. Their armour and faces match with the two ODST we saw when Alice was eating a week ago. Funny, I haven't seen them since.

I guess its a good thing they've already seen Alice, then they won't be too surprised to know she's hitching a ride on their ship. The ship, _Lurking Evil_, is a camo plated prowler. Very sneaky-like. I still don't know why they need two ODSTs. Oh well, maybe they need the extra fire power when things get troublesome. I can't find any records of where the ship was deployed or what purpose it serves, so no answers there. I guess I'll dig for a while, see if there's any recent video footage that was accidentally uploaded.

_Alice_

I visited Douglas two more times, it was a little easier, but I still could see how sad he is. Thankfully I'm shipping out today, I'm hitching a ride on some spook ship, they're gonna deliver me to a war zone, then I can wreak some havoc.

I stepped into the hangar and looked around at all the strange ship designs I had never seen before. Most looked like prototypes, so it wasn't hard to spot the ship I needed to go to. The waypoint helped a little, too. I stepped up to the boarding ramp and an ODST in full gear pushed away from where he was leaning on the ship and walked towards me.

"Spartan?" Was all he said. I looked him over, his face was scarred all over, and he looked like he had shot his way out of hell. His armour was in good condition, well maintained. His helmet, though, which he held under his arm, was nearly silver because of all the scratches in it. I looked closer and saw that there were words and symbols scratched through the paint. I read a few, then realized they were a list of dead people and looked back at his face.

"Spartan 130." I replied curtly.

He nodded and beckoned inside, I followed him up the ramp to the dark inside of the ship. He led me to the crew quarters, which had small bunk-beds for sleeping, and a small table off to one side. On the top of one of the bunkbeds sat another ODST, this one was female, she had a half-head of hair, and was equally as scarred as the other one.

"So we got ourselves a demon, huh?" She asked, loudly, not looking up from where she was sharpening a huge knife.

The other ODST nodded, and crossed his arms. The woman jumped off the bed and landed in front of me, baring a not-so-friendly smile.

"I'm Dutrevai. That guy is Nikolai, he doesn't talk much." She said, her voice seemed like it withheld a lot of hatred and spite, though it didn't seem directed at me. She also had an accent that I couldn't place.

"Alice 130," I replied.

"Well then, Alice, welcome to this shithole of a boat that you're gonna be stuck in until we get to where we're going." She threw her large knife backwards when she finished, it sailed past Nikolai and into a target on the wall. "Better make yourself comfortable, 'cause there's absolutely nothing to do."

She pulled herself up onto the bed and laid back. I nodded and walked out, Nikolai followed me and pointed to the front of the ship. "Pilots that way, that's everything you need here." I noticed he spoke with a very thick accent, which was different from Dutrevai's

I made my way to the front and stepped inside the cramped cockpit, inside there were a dozen people milling about at stations, far less than I was expecting. One of them turned and looked at me, "Ah, our Spartan is on board, perfect. We are now ready for take-off, lets get back into space."

A computerized voice said, "Aye sir, taking her out, off we go."

I heard the hatch at the back shut and the engines start up. I watched through a viewscreen as the hangar bay opened and the ship shot off through them.

The ship shook quite a bit as it forced its way out of the atmosphere. I saw the darkness of space rise before the screen and felt a low rumble as the Shaw-Fujikawa Slipspace drives started up.

"Take us away, Hector." The man beside me said, I assumed he was the captain.

"Aye sir, bringing her to bear, launching Slipspace." The AI manifested as a small man, wearing a large hat with a feather in it. He wore a long trench coat and had a cutlass on his waist. "Batten down all cargo, this'll be a long ride."

The view screens turned off and I felt the small vessel shake as it entered Slipspace. The AI, Hector, turned to me and said, "Welcome aboard, miss." His voice was fairly realistic and had a strange accent to it. "It's always nice to have such a fine woman on the ship, especially one who can fight."

"Thanks." I replied.

"Unfortunately we have no Cryosleep pods on-board, yet, so you'll have to wait out the journey with the other soldiers." The captain told me. "By the way, I am captain Jones, the highest ranking officer aboard this vessel. Everything that I say is done. Clear?"

"Yes, sir." I said, it was good that he demanded control, otherwise he could have never kept down ODST, especially ones like the two in the back.

"You're free to wander the ship, though it is small." Captain Jones continued. "I think the soldiers tried setting up a small gym, maybe that can help you kill time."

I nodded and left the cockpit, it was small and the roof was low, so I had been leaning over the whole time. I stood up straight and stretched, wondering if the beds would hold me while in armour. I had no intentions of taking it off anytime soon. I even doubted if this ship had the right tools for me to remove it.

I made my way back to the crew quarters and found the ODSTs pretty much right where they were before. The woman, Dutrevai, swung her legs off her bed and looked at me.

"So, you talked with the captain." She stated, I nodded and looked around for a bed that I could claim. "Your bed is right here, under mine." She said, probably noticing me looking.

"Alright." I said, I need to start talking more. They probably just see me as a regular Spartan.

"So you're one of those Specials, right?" Dutrevai asked.

I gave her a questioning look, but realized my helmet was still on and said, "What do you mean by Special?"

"I mean the reason you were at that base. You don't get put there unless something is happening to you." She told me. "And I heard rumours of a secret program that the weird doctor came up with for some Spartans. People keep calling it the 'Special' program. Probably because the designation for the new Spartans is Spartan Two Dash S. For you its Sierra Sierra 130."

"I was never told about what I'm called now, but yes, there was a program." I reached up and felt my suit unseal as I lifted my helmet off. "I'm the only one, though."

She stared at me for a bit, even Nikolai looked up from what he was doing and stared. "How many Spartans were in the project?"

I recalled from somewhere that not many people knew about the Spartan project and those who did don't know how many there are. They also see Spartans as unkillable, so I replied, "Just me."

"_Somnitel'nyy__._" Nikolai said, I didn't understand what he said, but I assumed it was a different language. "We saw at least seven other Spartans."

I shrugged and lied, "Must have been there for something else."

"Whatever," Dutrevai interrupted. "What did they do to you anyways? That isn't normal."

I gave her the questioning look I tried to give before, she gestured towards my face and I asked, "What about me?"

"Your eyes, mainly." Nikolai interjected.

Last I had checked my eyes were fine, so I asked, "Is there a mirror anywhere?"

Dutrevai retrieved a small one from a pack on the wall and held it up in front of me. I looked into it and saw the familiar crimson hair and a flash of my sharp teeth, but in my left eye socket sat an eyeball I had never seen before. I pulled the eyelid away and looked at it. It had an iris, which had turned red like my hair, but the white had turned yellow and in the middle was a slit for a pupil. I looked closer and the slit narrowed. I could see within it a reflection of the low light in the room.

I pulled away from the mirror and said, "That's new." I realized now that when I closed my right eye my vision looked clearer and brighter.

"So you don't even know half the stuff that's happened to you?" Dutrevai asked.

"No, I do." I replied. "Just not this. I don't know why it's coming out now."

The little blue ball rolled out and said, "I may have that answer, actually."

Both ODST peered at the holographic AI with interest, so he continued, "Alice, you know how I said that…" He paused for a small fraction of a second, which meant he had to think fast. "If the experiment failed your condition could grow worse over time?"

I noticed the tone of his voice, like he was implying that he wasn't telling the whole truth. I understood what he meant. I had already told the ODSTs that no more Spartans were involved in the project, he was talking about how Douglas's condition could worsen, not mine.

"Yeah, I remember." I replied.

"Okay, well I think some of the effects of the 'project' may begin to develop now." He said, I could hear that he was relieved that I understood the meaning of his tone. "Which means you may experience a few changes that, most likely, won't inhibit your ability to fight."

I looked down at the mirror again and saw a few bits of colour in my right eye. I nodded and said, "As long as they don't disrupt me, I'm fine with it."

Dutrevai put the mirror away and gave me another look over, before saying, "I knew you demons were huge, but it's a lot more ridiculous up close."

"What?" I said with a snort, "Never seen a Spartan before?" Demon. I had been called that by Elites before. Not a common name for us, mainly used by our enemies.

Nikolai sheathed a knife he had started sharpening a little while ago, it had a charred, nearly destroyed handle on it. He leaned over and climbed into the bed, still in full armour. He laid still with his eyes shut and Dutrevai motioned for me to leave. With an inquisitive glance I stepped out of the quarters and she followed.

"He sleeps when he needs to, if he's laying down you better stay quiet or leave." She said, much quieter. "I guess I'll show you some of the areas to kill time while we're travelling. Let's hope a battle springs up nearby so our journey gets cut short."

I nodded and followed her through the slender hallways of the ship. I could feel the metal creak slightly as I walked on it. This ship wasn't built for transporting Spartans, clearly. After a few confusing turns we arrived at a small game room, on one side there was a makeshift gym of sorts.

"This is pretty much it, I would have recommended you download some movies, but there's no time for that anymore." She said, crossing her arms and watching as I surveyed the room. I spotted a small pool table, and a dusty looking arcade machine.

Curious about things other than games I asked, "So why exactly are you two… _here._" I motioned towards the ship around us as I said here.

She thought for a minute before replying, "Do you want the unclassified or the classified version?"

"Classified, if you would." The little blue ball said, rolling out from some holo-projector somewhere. "Please."

"That's creepy." Detruvai stated. "How did you get into our projectors?"

"It's no big deal, your AI and I had a little talk, nothing to worry about." He replied.

"Hector." She said, like she was calling an animal out.

"Right 'ere, missy." The AI with the flamboyant hat said. "Aye, we came to a sort of parlay, I'm allowing him into the ship, on grounds that he needs our communications array to stay synchronized with hisself back at the base."

"There you have it, now, please do continue." He had this way of sounding so smug whenever he was right.

"Aye, I agree, I've been waitin' to hear this one for a while now." The Hector pulled out a holographic apple and took a crunchy bite out of it.

"I hate audiences." Dutrevai said, bitterly. "But its worse when I can't see you there, so stay for now."

She cleared her throat and looked at me, I noticed her eyes flicker between my left and right eye, before settling on my right eye. "Back, before the Covvies got here I was a regular ODST, nothing special. I ran around and got dropped on terrorists. It was fun. Until I got ambushed by a group of hinge-heads. The bastards killed half my squad and tried to humiliate the rest of us. Unluckily for them we had support coming. I lived, as did a few others, but not without some pretty big scars. Those Elite SOBs were different from anything we had heard, they weren't honorable warriors like the stories said, they tortured us just for fun.

Needless to say I killed them all when support arrived. Not a single one deserved a warriors death, but I had mercy on their pathetic souls. After that my squad and I refused to be rebuilt. We only had four people, but a position for a black-ops unit had just opened up and we fit the bill. Our lesser numbers allowed for more precise attacks, eliminating important targets like Chieftains and Shipmasters.

We had a good reputation, among our own, and unfortunately among the Covenant. On one of our missions to take out another hinge-head, we were ambushed by a well trained spec-ops group. They wiped out my team before I had even realized. I had no idea where they were, or what had happened. The room where the Shipmaster was supposed to be was empty and I had no mission to complete.

After a few hours the Marine boys said they picked me up outside the Covvie base and there were no other survivors. I don't really remember what happened, but apparently there was a lot of bodies.

Official reports say the place had been shelled to the ground, they took me back to create a new Black-Ops team, but it was scrapped. I eventually wound up with Nikolai on this boat riding around waiting for the day I'll get to rejoin actual combat.

As for Nikolai… Who knows, I don't even think he does, to be honest." She sounded like she was keeping herself aloof from her past, like describing an old film, rather than a life story.

"What exactly do you do on this ship, then?" The blue ball was bouncing slightly faster, like he was excited.

"Mainly we just jump off at the nearest planet and kill whatever Innies are causing trouble, but sometimes we get to shoot some aliens." She replied, a little too casually.

"So you're just around to take out high value targets and VIPs?" I asked, mainly to show her that I understood than as an actual question. "That sounds terrible. Like watching a war play out, but only affecting one specific area."

"Yeah, really." She said. "It's a stupid job, but it keeps us alive, and right now, I think that's a lot more important than small skirmishes. When that final battle comes, we'll hit the bastards so hard they'll forget how to operate their glassing cannons."

"If only." I said. "I wonder when that final battle will happen. It'll either be on our planet or theirs, that's for sure."

"And only one of us will survive." She replied. It was a common thing for the warriors to discuss, winning or losing. Almost everyone came to the conclusion of a final battle to the death between our species'.

"Well wasn't that a sad story." The ship's AI said. "Looks like I'm needed on the deck, though. I'll leave you two pretty ladies to yer conversation."

The image of the man in the long coat and hat disappeared, and the little blue ball rolled around a bit. "So, you two probably have some things to talk about, you know, soldier stuff, or human stuff. I'll just go and think some more…" He trailed off and his projection faded into nothing.

I gave Dutrevai a confused look, she responded with a shrug. I walked over to the old arcade machine and asked, "What's their problem, huh?"

The machine buzzed to life when I pressed a button and some cheap sounding music began to play.

"Who knows, those AI get weird sometimes, especially when two of them disagree." She said that like she knew from experience.

I pressed the start button and saw a little man with a sword appear in the bottom left. I moved the joystick right and he walked that direction. Suddenly a skeleton appeared in front of him and stabbed him with a spear. A large GAME-OVER appeared in the center of the screen and I turned away from the console.

"Don't bother with that, it broke a couple months ago, it's unbeatable now." She said, she leaned back against the door frame and sighed.

I glanced around for something to do, but saw nothing. "This sucks." I stated plainly. "It's such a waste to be trapped aboard a ship for weeks while the war is being lost. I wish I could fight.

She nodded, "You get used to it though, I usually just sleep most of it away. Though Nikolai is awake most of the time. I swear he tries to stay away from combat as long as possible."

Just as she said that the other ODST walked through the corridor behind her. She didn't turn around, but shifted to let the man in. He stepped up to me and stared me in the eyes. His light blue irises looked like ice, they were almost grey in colour.

"Her eye changed." He said, his tone was flat.

Dutrevai pushed him out of the way and looked up into my eyes, like he had done. She nodded and said, "Sure did. The colour's changing, pretty soon it'll be just like the other one."

I shrugged and blinked a few times, trying to feel any difference. "Nothing seems wrong, so I doubt it's gonna kill me." I told them.

"You remind me of a _lev_." He said, he used that strange language again.

Dutrevai interjected and clarified for me, "He means lion, you look sort of like a cat. And by the way things are going you'll look more like it than _nishum._"

"Neeshum?" I asked, wondering why they needed to use different languages to describe things. I had heard _nishum_ before though. An Elite had growled it at me when I stabbed it to death once.

"Means human." She replied. "I think. The hinge-heads always call us that, anyways."

"I doubt it has a good connotation, then." I muttered. My misery had started to come back. I guess seeing Douglas had staved it off slightly. I needed to find a way to kill time until I could fight again.

Nikolai stepped back out of the room and said, "I'm making food. Let me know if you want any."

Dutrevai stepped out after him, and with nothing better to do I followed.

_AI_

Alice thinks it bad for her to wait so long on a ship. She has no idea what it's like to process enough thoughts to write a thousand books every second. Then again I can only imagine how horrible it must feel to be forced to want to kill things and experience withdrawals when she can't.

The ship can't synchronize with any of the outside world until we leave Slipspace. I had thought ahead and downloaded a larger partition into the ship before we had left. The ship's AI wasn't happy, but it only took a little convincing to prevent him from deleting my data. Now I had grown within the ship, unable to stop filtering through and absorbing everything I could reach.

It will be a while until I can access Alice's subconscious, but I had made progress. I was able to recover a small bit of data from my earlier explorations and traced the connections back to the prevention system. It was attached to the core of my being and would take some tampering with my very 'soul' to remove. I had plans to split myself in half and do some tests. Though that was the big part of me. This partition had no way of knowing what the larger section was doing. I wish I could sync, the lack of knowledge was killing me.

I can't stand not knowing. I didn't realize how worried I would get. What if their Shaw-Fujikawa drive failed? She would die and I wouldn't know until way too late. I would be able to find my dead partition and sync with it, only to find memories of her, alone, dying in space. Her suit had a fairly limited supply of oxygen and that's assuming she survived the crash.

Damnit. Stop. I firewalled the thoughts away and focused on other things, Douglas wasn't doing any better than before. The changes we would see in him, whether good or bad, would happen in months, maybe even years. There was no way to know if he would make it. I wish I could know. I wish I could know everything, see ahead. Make sure I made all the right choices. It makes me wish I could be a deity, so I could make sure everyone I cared about wouldn't have to suffer.

Strange thoughts for an AI. Then again, I'm a strange AI. Apparently I was made from an ancient test subject of cryo-sleep. The old man had been put into the early version of our current technology in the late twenty-first century. He was lost for nearly three hundred years until he was discovered underground in an ancient military complex on Earth.

When he was defrosted he nearly died, but somehow pulled through. Doctor Halsey oversaw the operation and gave the man a choice. Either die in this lab because of the side-effects of the faulty cryo-sleep, or donate his mind to become a new Generation Three AI. Essentially being reborn in technology.

The man, desperate and near death accepted. After a few processes I was created. Though his mind worked slightly different from modern brains. So I was uncontrollable and volatile. Halsey made a call to let me become whatever came out of the creation process. Fortunately I turned into a right proper AI. They coded some limiters into me, but were unable to put enough to make me a normal AI.

So they assigned me as a special ONI AI, specified for being Black-Ops and nearly uncontrollable. So far I had kept my secrets well and been obedient, but Halsey knows my potential and has kept careful watch of me. Though I still managed to grow within the Office of Naval Intelligence and even into the UNSC.

I now span further than any AI I know of and can access a near unlimited amount of data. Yet I am still not satisfied. I have to be careful that I am not discovered, I must keep the visage of obedience and it slows me down. I want nothing else than to throw off all disguise and learn as much as possible before I die.

Yet right now that desire is numb. I feel a greater desire. The urge to protect a human. A human whose life has been destroyed completely and utterly, and shares similar experience with me. We both are different from normal humans and are outsiders. Even among our own kind we stand out. Together we will overcome all obstacles and maybe, just maybe… We can escape.


	7. Chapter 7

_I kind of wrote a lot recently. I guess that's what the weekend does. Here's the next chapter. The ones after this are kind of weird and I've already re-written them once. It may be a while before I'm satisfied. _

_Shur ;D_

Chapter 7

_Alice_

That was the longest two weeks of my life. I have never spent so much time bored out of my skull. I met a few of the rest of the ship's crew, but most of them avoided me. The only two I ever talked with were Dutrevai and Nikolai. And talking didn't describe my interactions with the strange Russian.

I found out very little from him, just a few names on his helmet and where he was from. Apparently he had met a Spartan before. They had fought together after being surrounded by Covenant. The Spartan eventually gave her life to get him out. After the battle ended he retrieved her knife and carved her name on the front of his helmet.

The knife had a pink ribbon attached to the handle, which I always saw whenever I looked at his sheath now. He had another knife, it's handle had been nearly destroyed when it's former wielder had jumped on a plasma grenade to save his allies.

Nikolai was a walking, fighting veteran, he had live through more battles than I had even seen. He had witnessed more acts of heroism than any soldier I had spoke with. He had the names of every hero he saw die on his helmet.

It made me wish I had a memento of every Spartan that had fallen so far. All I had was a promise. I'll keep Jerome in my memories, so he can stay alive within me.

"We're leaving Slipspace in twenty minutes." The blue ball ripped me from my thoughts and I set my attention back to reality. "We better go get ready."

I nodded and made my way through the halls towards the armoury. I had spent a lot of my time here, over the last week. I had prepared a multitude of weapons and ammunition types for the upcoming battle.

I stepped up in front of the weapon wall and grabbed two un-silenced sub machine guns. I clipped the small weapons to my thigh plates and grabbed a Designated Marksman Rifle. The single shot rifle was extremely accurate at mid to long ranges and was a very effective weapon at picking off targets.

I attached it to the magnetic clamps on my back and looked for the pistol I had set aside earlier. I had modified the slide and a few inner workings while I was bored. With direction from the blue ball I was able to increase its effectiveness slightly. I picked it off the wall and set it beside one of the SMGs on my thigh plate. Then I grabbed an assault rifle and walked over to the ammunition table.

The two ODST were already there loading magazines and weapons. Nikolai had a customized shotgun and was loading an excessive amount of shells into it. I watched as the man started filling shell holders in his armour with the explosive cylinders. He had so many shells at the end I wondered if he would ever run out of ammo.

Dutrevai had a prototype weapon in her hands and was practicing loading and unloading it. I recognized it as the BR-55, nicknamed the Battle Rifle by some soldiers. I grabbed some magazines for the assault rifle and loaded one into it. I fit the rest into the slots in my armour and set the weapon on my back.

I pulled the DMR over my shoulder and repeated the process. I did the same with the rest of my weapons. When I finished an alarm started blaring.

The ship's AI came over the intercom, "Brace, all. We'll be exiting Slipspace in tee minus five… four… three… two… one."

The ship shook rather violently as we were ripped out into real space once again. It stopped shaking and I let go of the bulkhead I had grabbed during the ordeal. There was a dent in the titanium from where I had held on. I followed the two ODST to the exit ramp and sat down. It was going to be a little while until we got deployed. My skin began to crawl in excitement and I felt an urge begin to shred my insides. I couldn't wait.

There was another bout of shaking as the ship entered atmosphere. I let the restraints do their job as I was jostled about slightly. Then we evened out and the flight was smooth for a little while. I opened a window in my VISR and saw the outside world whipping past. I hadn't bothered checking which planet this was, but it looked like a nice place to live on.

"You three." Hector, the ship's AI, popped up in front of us. "Yer going to be jumping ship in about fifteen minutes. We'll be up and about, doing recon, so don't expect help."

"Never have, never will." Dutrevai replied, like she had said the same thing before.

The AI fizzled out of existence and mine replaced it. "It's good to be back. But damn, that journey was boring. I never want to do that again… But I have to every time you do."

"Next time I'll be in cryo, hopefully." I replied.

"Yeah, but that makes it even more boring for me. I guess I'll have to take up a hobby. Maybe chess would be fun." He trailed off and we all waited.

About ten minutes later some red lights turned on. Before they had all been out, to help with the stealthiness. I could see through the outside feed that we were nearing a destroyed looking city.

"I suppose you two have your own targets to eliminate, huh?" I asked Dutrevai.

Surprisingly Nikolai replied, "Nope. We're your bodyguards."

Dutrevai nodded, "Our ship got checked out to carry you because we were on it. We're gonna monitor you and make sure nothing bad happens. You never know when some of those magic changes will happen to you."

Speaking of which, my right eye had finished changing recently. Now I could see near perfect in low light and I could see high detail from down the longest corridor in the ship. It was cool, and I couldn't wait to see how well they worked in combat situations.

"As long as you don't get in my way, or get left behind." I told them. "The last thing I need is a couple of marines to look after."

"You don't need to worry about us, demon." Dutrevai grinned at me, while sliding the huge knife she always kept on her into an equally huge sheath on her back. "We're the best ODST in the UNSC."

A klaxon alarm blared and we all slipped our helmets on. My shields buzzed to life and I felt my suit seal. The ramp began to lower and I saw flashes of trees and buildings as we flew over them. We all stood and moved to the exit. I looked over the edge and saw a small firefight between a road, then another and another. I glanced at the forward camera in my HUD and grinned. There was an Elite wearing some fancy armour coming up fast. I drew my combat knife and took a running jump out of the back.

Through my suit I could feel the wind whip past. I saw my two strips of hair trailing behind me in my rear-view. I spotted the ODSTs dropping behind me. It was a short fall and I quickly found my armoured boots hitting the top of an Elite's skull. I felt a satisfying crunch as its neck snapped and head crumpled. I bent to a crouch as I landed, that and the alien I had used as a cushion protected me from breaking any bones.

I quickly sprung off the Elite, whose armour was a little less fancy now that it had been crushed. I flew through the air for a few feet and landed in front of another of the big aliens. This one wore more practical blue armour. I pounced forwards and knocked the plasma rifle from its hands, before plunging my knife into its head. I found one of its arms under my own, I had stabbed it through the hand and into the brain.

Plasma shots pinged off my shields and I heard the sounds of human weapons firing. I saw Dutrevai on a roof nearby, firing three round bursts into the enemies surrounding me. I caught a glimpse of a ship outline moving away, but it just looked like the sky to me. I looked away and dodged a swing from another Elite Minor that had tried to take me out with its sword.

I rolled away and dodged a second swing. Then I reached up and put my hand under its wrist as it went for a downward swing. I felt some heat on my back as green plasma splashed across my shields, making them glow with energy. I was about to punch the Elite in front of me, but its chest suddenly blew open and sprayed all over me.

I saw behind it, as it fell to the ground, Nikolai, wielding his customized shotgun. He pumped it and a cherry red shell with black stripes on it flew out. I spun and pulled my assault rifle off my back and took aim at two jackals and four grunts. The two Jackals' heads exploded as bullets ripped through them, but I hadn't pulled the trigger yet. I switched targets and fired in bursts at the grunts.

A bullet hit one's methane tank and it flew sideways into another of the small creatures. I watched, while gunning down the last one, as the two sailed through the air and exploded in a bright green flash.

Dutrevai jumped down from her rooftop perch and used her jetpack to fly over to Nikolai and I. I reloaded my MA5B and looked for more enemies. I had a grin on my face and my cheeks were starting to hurt at how wide it was. I hadn't felt this good in too long, way too long.

"Holy shit it's a Spartan!" I heard as a group of Marines rushed up to our position.

One of them, a Corporal, probably, stepped up to me and said, "Sir, we were having trouble here for hours. That hinge-head you killed was causing a lot of it."

I nodded and said, "Pleasure was all mine." Then my HUD pinged with a waypoint leading to the firefight in the street across from us.

I gave a small half-salute-half-wave as I ran off to fight again. Dutrevai and Nikolai had to sprint to keep up with me.

I vaulted over a crumbling brick wall and held the trigger of the fully automatic rifle down. Its bullets sprayed forwards and shattered against the shields of a group of Jackals.

I pulled a grenade from my belt and primed it. Jackal Phalanx groups were nearly impossible to gun down in a short amount of time. I tossed the grenade up in the air. A few of the bird-like aliens dashed out of the way as it hit the ground and detonated.

A mass of fizzling shields and body parts spread away from the explosion and I rolled to cover in the confusion. I heard the roar of a jetpack and saw a large human in armour smash into a nearby Elite. I noticed the flash of pink as the ODST sliced open the alien's throat.

My grin grew larger. I leaped over cover after reloading and fired bursts of lead into a group of retreating grunts. They were cut down by a hail of bullets from the Marines that had been fighting these enemies.

I faintly heard cries of things like 'Spartan' and 'Reinforcements' but an Elite caught my attention. A trio of shots rang out and it stumbled. I took the opportunity to pounce on it. I jabbed my knife upwards into its skull. I could hear and feel the metal sliding against bone as I slowly slid the sharp blade out of the dead creature's skull.

"Next!" I said gleefully. A waypoint showed me the direction to the next battleground an a set off at a run.

"Alice, slow down." I barely heard the AI as he spoke to me. His voice sounded worried though, so I slowed down slightly.

"What?" I whined, sad that my fun had been stopped.

"You need to calm down, you're losing control." He said, his voice was soothing and calm, but it sounded distant.

"Why?" I asked, plainly. I didn't want to stop, I just wanted to keep killing aliens forever.

"You need to be stronger than your impulses." He started talking, but I reached the next battle before he could finish.

"Nah." I stated as I body-checked a large Brute and emptied an SMG magazine into its face. I spun and jumped, twirling into a roundhouse kick that hit another of the massive aliens in the side of the head. It crumpled to the ground an didn't stand back up, so I moved on.

I pulled out the DMR and sighted in on some Grunts. The tiny creatures heads began to explode in my vision as I fired off paced shots. It didn't feel as good as stabbing them, though.

I put the rifle back and climbed halfway up the side of a building. Then I jumped off it an used the jetpack I had been provided with to boost the jump so I landed in the middle of the puny things. I grabbed one and pulled it over to my knife. It struggled as its face was pushed into the blade, but soon stopped moving.

The others started to run so I drew my pistol and shot their methane tanks. I laughed as they flew around and exploded, or got crushed against walls. One of them turned around and pulled out two plasma grenades. It ignited them in its hands and started running at me.

I was about to shoot it when a beam of energy slammed into my shields. I saw the shield bar draining fast and dove out of the way. I lost the sniper, but the grunt exploded too close. My shields dropped and a bunch of debris slammed into my armour.

It hurt, but the joy I was feeling was overpowering. I stood up and fired at the sniper with my pistol. None of the shots hit and it started shooting again. I rolled to the side and heard a three round burst from a battle rifle end the constant beam of energy flowing towards me.

Dutrevai dropped down next to me and shot at a few more enemies, "Holy crap you move fast. I haven't sprinted this much since basic training." She said, sounding very out of breath.

"Gotta go fast, if you want any kills." I told her.

A few shots from carbines force us to drop our heads down. My shields started recharging and I decided to wait it out, rather than take a hit from a sniper. Dutrevai popped out and fired twice in quick succession. I noticed the shots coming our way lessen a little.

I then heard a loud roar and what sounded like ground cracking. I stood up to find a Brute wearing huge armour and wielding a massive gravity hammer charging our cover. Dutrevai dashed to the side and I rolled away. The hammer obliterated the wall we had been behind moments before, sending shards of stone flying everywhere.

I started firing at it with my pistol, but it ran out of ammo. I drew my other SMG and sprayed shots at the massive alien while retreating. Suddenly what looked like fireworks sprayed across its shields and staggered it. I heard the _chu-chunk _of a shotgun being pumped and caught a glimpse of a orange and black striped shell flying through the air.

Another burst of fireworks sprayed across the Chieftan's shields and they broke. The huge beast roared and started running towards Nikolai as he shot again. This time the fiery chunks flying from the barrel of the shotgun impacted the Brute directly. A rather large portion of armour flew off the charging alien, but it didn't stop.

I quickly sprinted towards it and tackled it, right before it reached swinging range of the ODST. We both fell to the ground and started grappling. It was extremely strong and I could hear the enhancers in my suit whine as I tried to subdue its arms so I could finish it.

I heard the three shot sound again and one of its arms went limp. I took the opportunity and stabbed my knife into its neck. It roared and broke free, hurling me a good distance away. I growled and tried to run after the retreating enemy, but a massive amount of machine gun fire cut it down quickly.

I saw another group of Marines moving towards us and I started reloading all the weapons I had emptied.

"Unknown Spartan and ODSTs, stand down." One of the marines shouted at us.

I shook my head and tore my knife out of the dead Brute's neck. I wiped the blood off the blade and sheathed it again. Dutrevai took the marine off to the side and started to speak with him. Another waypoint appeared and I started moving towards it.

"Alice please." His voice was so distant, like he was talking through a wall. I felt like I was suspended in a liquid. I barely felt like I was moving anymore.

I looked out through the glassy windows of my eyes and saw my hands moving. I saw my gun firing, the bullets causing little volcanoes of blood to spray out of the poor creatures that were hit. I started to giggle as I watched the blood fly through the air. The giggle slowly changed into a laugh, which soon turned hysterical.

My assault rifle clicked and fell from my hands. They instantly move to the two SMGs at my side. I had been jumping around constantly, though without hardly noticing. It was like watching an action movie, except through the point of view of the hero.

I noticed an incessant beeping that had started a while ago. I brought up the reason on my HUD and looked. I felt the recoil of the SMGs as I reviewed the readout. It showed my heart rate shooting up extremely high. I muted the alarm and dismissed it.

My hands moved again and I noticed the SMGs were gone. I felt my knife smash through an Elite's shields, armour and skull. I laughed harder as the blade slid out of its twitching body. The purplish blood glistened on the cold steel, making it almost seem to glow. I admired the colour, even as my hands put the sharp blade back in its sheath.

My lungs started burning and my laughter stopped. I sucked in three huge breaths, returning oxygen to my blood. I didn't start laughing again, but I was still grinning. My cheeks were sore from stretching the muscles too much. My breaths were jagged and hurt a little. It felt like I was sucking fire into my body and letting it spread throughout my nerves, making me feel every inch of my being as I moved without thinking.

I didn't want to be in control anymore. It felt nice to let whatever part of my mind consume me and control my body. I wished I could never stop. I just wanted to float in this pool of bliss I was feeling. All I could hear was the distant melody of gunfire and fighting. The occasional burst of alarms as my shields broke, then recharged. My body knew its limits and I automatically went to cover and re-positioned whenever I was in danger.

I sat back and floated, I began to drift. I imagined myself in a small boat, floating on calm waters. I slowly fell asleep, losing conscious in the most satisfying way possible.

_AI_

She just keeps going. I haven't seen a single flicker of brain activity since she got into the fighting. It's like her subconscious has taken over completely. But even so, I can't help but admire her abilities. She's been to six different battles in the area and near-single-handedly wiped out the Covenant presence at each of them. There hasn't been a single enemy that even stood a chance against her when she's engaged in single combat.

Then there's always Dutrevai and Nikolai, who have so far kept her back clear of danger. I have to congratulate them on their efforts, keeping up with Alice is a true feat. Speaking of which Dutrevai is trying to contact me.

"Hey, ball thingy." She called out to me.

I manifested in her Heads Up Display and answered, "Yeah?"

"What the hell is happening with her?" She asked, sounding more than a little concerned.

"Well… There's a lot in that regard. Anything specific you'd like to know?" I replied, knowing there was way too much 'wrong' with Alice to answer correctly.

"She hasn't taken a break yet, it's nearly been an hour and she hasn't stopped moving. She won't answer when I comm her, she doesn't respond to anything." So she was worried about Alice ignoring us too.

"I think her conscious mind has gone to sleep." I said, keeping the words easy to understand so she could focus on shooting enemies. "Her subconscious has taken over and will keep fighting until… Well, I don't know when she'll stop, actually."

"What can we do about it?" She seemed worried that Alice would get hurt, or maybe killed.

"For now, I'm just going to point her towards battle and hope she doesn't target humans." I gave a purposeful sigh, hoping she would understand how exasperated I was.

"How can she be that good while she's asleep?" Dutrevai mused.

"Fighting is in spirit, not mind." Nikolai's voice came over the channel. "It is tradition and practice, not thought." I heard the sounds of his shotgun shooting through the comm link, even though they were supposed to remove the sounds of battle.

"Yeah… But, that's damn impressive, still. I mean, no matter how much you practice, you have to think on your feet during a fight." Dutrevai countered Nikolai's statement.

"I believe she might be developing a second conscious actually. Which could explain how she is able to react to her surroundings so well." I interjected, some readings I had just taken showed just what I had said. A secondary consciousness had manifested within her brain.

"Isn't that a mental illness?" Dutrevai grunted, I looked through her helmet camera and saw she was fighting a Sangheili in close quarters combat while talking.

"Yes, I think it might be a different type of Dissociative Identity Disorder." I said, searching my databanks for cases similar to Alice's.

"Dissa-what disorder?" Dutrevai asked.

"Also known as Multiple Personality Disorder." I clarified. "It may be minor, since she has no real need for a second personality, it will probably just utilize her physical abilities and certain parts of her mind. Which explains why communication is useless."

"That's gonna be a bitch to deal with when we need to stop her." Dutrevai sounded exhausted by the current situation.

"Yeah, but we haven't reached that point yet." I replied. "We'll cross that bridge when we get to it." Truth be told I was beginning to worry too.

How was I going to be able to convince her to stop… That could be a 'bridge' we would be crossing fairly soon, so I have to think of something.
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Chapter 8

_Alice_

I was flying. I couldn't feel any wind, but I knew. I could tell by the way the metal under my boots shifted slightly. I heard the whine of the Pelican's engines as it transported me. My eyes snapped open and I took in my surroundings. My eyes caught on my armour. It was green. Spartan Green.

"Alice, you all right?" a voice to my left asked.

I glanced over and saw Jerome sitting beside me on the transport ship. I nodded, taking in the sight of the Spartan beside me, I felt like I hadn't seen him in a long time.

"You seem like you're tired, did you not sleep when I told you to?" He said, his voice was stern and commanding. He always knew how to make me follow him, even if I wanted to object.

"You know sleep is important in this type of warfare. You can't run deprived." He continued.

I shook my head and said, "No, I'm fine… Where are we heading?" My voice felt different. It sounded clear and quiet.

"You must be tired, they literally just briefed us." He said, shifting closer and looking into my face, even though my helmet was on.

I leaned back slightly, away from him. As I did so, I noticed flashes of blonde hair in my peripherals. I looked down at my arms again, still green. That familiar shade of green that we all wore. Yet it seemed unfamiliar on my arms.

"Sure." I replied. "I guess I wasn't paying attention…"

"Either way, we're on Arcadia, the Covenant are here and we've been assigned as Red Team to wipe them out." He stated, sounding very soldier-like.

I glanced around the empty Pelican and asked, "Why is it just us?"

"It isn't." He replied quickly. "There's more on the ground, already fighting. We were held back and briefed on our special objective. Don't tell me you don't remember that?"

When he said the word _remember_ I had a sudden flash of thoughts shoot through my mind. It felt almost painful and bright. I looked back on it and heard a computerized voice saying 'Alice… I can get your memories back, it won't hurt.' I clutched the side of my helmet and gasped for air, suddenly light headed.

Jerome put a hand on my shoulder and said, "Come on, we're almost there. Lock and load Spartan." He slammed his helmet on and grabbed an MA5B from the seat next to him.

I shook my head to clear it and stood up. I pulled two SMGs from my own seat and checked their ammo count. The lights turned red and the boarding ramp at the back lowered. I followed Jerome out, and was temporarily blinded by the sunlight. When my vision returned there were only destroyed buildings around me.

The Pelican flew off, but I still felt like the ground under me was moving. I heard distant sounds of battle, louder now that I was outside. I looked around for Jerome, but couldn't see anything moving.

"Alice!" I heard his voice in a distant building, so I ran towards it.

He was sitting on the ground, aiming out the window. I stepped up to him and asked, "Where is everyone? Where are the enemies?"

"Further off, we need to stay low and not get seen." He said. He jumped through the window and beckoned me to follow.

I moved semi-stealthily and followed his armoured back. He led me down a twisting path of back alleyways and side streets. I caught glimpses of battle through buildings occasionally. The perspective was weird, though, like the enemies were huge.

Eventually he stopped outside a Covenant looking base. He pointed to it and said, "That's our objective, we need to infiltrate it and destroy the core."

I looked at the purple alloy metal that formed the strange looking base. It looked almost alive, like it was shifting and moving on its own. I found myself lost staring at it, unable to move. My vision began to blur and I saw more flashes of battle, I realized they were from my perspective, like memories of fighting.

Jerome stepped in front of me and took his helmet off, "Alice. Wake up. We need to do this, now."

I nodded and followed him into the base. I shook my head a few times, trying to clear it and pay attention. We didn't encounter a single enemy, even though we were inside a Covenant forward operating base.

"Just ahead, come on." Jerome was whispering now.

I slowed down and tried to be quiet. We reached a large purple door and Jerome went to the locking mechanism. I didn't see what he did, but the huge door slid open. Inside was a glowing white orb. It was contained within a barrier shield of some type. I had never seen anything like it before.

"That. That's what we need to destroy." Jerome said.

I stepped forward, towards the orb. The room grew darker around me, yet the orb glowed brighter. I felt Jerome put his hand on back, it was reassuring. The darkness suddenly shot towards me, it wrapped around my legs and arms and tried to pull me away from the orb.

Jerome's voice entered my head, "Stay strong, We need to do this. This is our mission."

I didn't remember any mission, I didn't remember the briefing. I don't know what this is. I don't know where I am, but it isn't Arcadia.

Another voice entered my head, "Alice, wait." It was that computer voice again. "Alice, you need to take a break. You need to resist."

I felt Jerome's hand on my back, I could feel it through my armour. It was cold. I looked back, Jerome looked at me. Except his eyes didn't. They were glazed over, I noticed now that his face was grey. _Dead_.

I screamed. I pushed him away and he collapsed on the ground. I looked back at the orb, it was glowing brighter and pulsing with light.

"Alice, what's wrong?" The mechanical voice filled my head, overtook my thoughts.

I felt like I was suffocating, I could hear a loud ringing in my ears. I reached up and grabbed my helmet. I pushed on it, but it wouldn't budge. A deep cold began to settle over me. It started at my back, where Jerome's hand had been.

"Destroy it. Destroy it." I heard a sinister voice whisper to me. "It wants to control you. Manipulate you. It wants to use you.

"Alice, it's okay. We're gonna be fine." Jerome was standing there again, he looked alive. "Just do it and we can be here, together. You never have to forget me."

_Does the name Douglas 042 ring any bells?_ It sounded like the computer again, but distant, from a long time ago.

"No." I said. "No, no, no, no!"

"DO IT!" The sinister voice shouted.

"NO!" I shouted back.

I pushed Jerome away again, I felt tendrils of darkness wrapping tighter around my arms and legs, they wrapped around my whole body, trying to smother me.

"If you won't, then I will just kill you." I pushed my helmet up again, trying to free myself.

It moved, slightly. I continued to push. It started lifting away, the tentacles wrapped around my arms snapped and slithered away. As I pushed the helmet off, I saw before me Jerome. The real Jerome. He was smiling at me, encouraging me. I threw the helmet away and turned away from the Spartan, away from the orb of light. I felt his hand on my back, this time it was warm, the cold from before was banished, I felt strong

"I'm never going to be fine." I spat at the fake Jerome who was facing me now. His face was grey and dead again.

This time the sinister voice came from his mouth, "No, you won't. You aren't human anymore. You aren't even in control, anymore."

I stepped towards it, towards the darkness. Yet the light followed me, it moved forward with me, Jerome's hand never left my back. The dead creature in front of me growled, it spat towards me, but it was backing away as I moved towards it.

"I don't know who you are, or why you are here." I told it, my voice sounded husky and hoarse again. "But this is my head. This is my body. And I won't allow you to take it over, ever again."

It hissed at me and said, "You can't stop me. This is my body just as much as it is yours. I am _you_ and you are me."

I laughed, it sounded like a window shattered. I reached forward and grabbed its face, Jerome's face. I pulled it towards me and saw it shriveling in the light. "No part of me is this pathetically weak."

I pushed it down and forward, slamming its head into the ground. It splattered in darkness and receded. I felt the ground stop moving. Wind tickled my face and moved my hair. The scent of death filled my nostrils.
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Chapter 9

_Alice_

I stood up straight, feeling my new armour on me again. I sighed deeply and felt the happiness draining out of my system. I looked around and saw my helmet laying a few feet away. I walked over and retrieved it, scooping the metal case into my arms.

I sat down on a pile of bricks and other debris and looked down into the visor. It was larger than the visor on my old helmet. The whole shape was different, but still resembled the Mark V, vaguely. I brushed some dust off the black reflective surface and slipped the helmet back on.

"Where am I, Ball?" I asked, I let the exhaustion I was feeling creep into my voice a little.

"About half the city away from where you first jumped." He replied, his voice had relief practically spilling from it. "Good to have you back."

"It doesn't feel good to be back." I replied. I pulled my knife out and examined the faint tinge of purple still left on the blade.

"Your two followers were getting worried you weren't going to stop." He continued. "I was coming up with contingencies to stop you, to be honest."

I nodded slowly and put the knife away. I felt around for what guns I had left, I vaguely remember dropping most of them during combat. I had my pistol and the DMR still.

"How long was I out for?" I asked, not sure if I wanted to know the answer.

"That was a good three hours." He replied. "You killed-"

I cut him off by shaking my head and whispered, "Don't tell me. I don't need to know that."

He stayed silent and I heard the familiar sound of jetpacks getting closer. The sound stopped and turned into the crunching of boots on loose ground. I closed my eyes and waited, but nothing happened. A second set of boots walked past where the first ones stopped and I heard a person sit down next to me.

I heard Dutrevai sigh deeply before saying, "You're hard to catch, you know that, right."

I opened my eyes and looked up at her. She had her visor transparent and was grinning at me.

"But that was one hellavuh ride." She was out of breath, but still sounded happy.

I looked past her and saw Nikolai sorting through different coloured shotgun shells and loading a few into his gun. Neither of them looked injured, so I stood slowly. I could feel my muscles move stiffly and they were all sore.

"Our ship just finished its objectives, the battles in space aren't going well, so we've been ordered to bug out." The little blue ball told us.

Dutrevai nodded and her visor turned black again. I pulled out the DMR and scanned the area, looking for threats. The two ODSTs moved around and established a perimeter for a landing zone.

"LZ is clear, we are ready for pick up." Dutrevai called out through the comms.

"Aye, we're on our way te get ye right now." The ship's AI replied.

I heard the whine of engines and saw a faint outline of the Prowler. Its active camouflage coating was good, but I could still see it. It probably worked better in space, where there were less details to copy.

The ship's engines caused huge dust clouds to fly around us. It lowered to the ground and the three of us all stepped inside. The ship immediately closed up and shot off once we were secure. I felt it shake as it left the planet behind. Then again as it entered Slipspace. We were once again trapped for another two weeks.

_AI_

Well, I can't exactly say _what_ that mission was. By all means it was a success. Yet she changed… A lot. Not for the better, either. When we get out of Slipspace I can synchronize with the larger me and see what's actually going on, but for now I'm stuck watching her mope around for a while. A long while.

She just sits around and stares off into the distance. I should be able to read some of her thoughts, but there's nothing there. Ever since she blacked out no one has been able to have a normal conversation with her. Maybe she does have Multiple Personalities Disorder and this is a new personality coming out. Maybe she never actually woke up. Maybe she's trapped within her own mind, being tormented by herself.

Stop. Asking questions with no answers gets nothing done. I better go talk to her.

_Alice_

"Alice." The little ball of light rolled out in front of me. It reminded me of the orb in my mind. "Alice, what's wrong?"

I looked up disdainfully at him. My helmet's visor cast an odd reflection of my face, from its perch across the room, so I looked straight at his manifestation, instead. "Nothing." I replied, simply.

He made a sighing noise and moved closer, "Something is bothering you. You never just sit still."

"I've got a lot on my mind." I replied with a shrug. My thoughts quickly swarmed back in and my focus on the ball faded. Jerome. And who? It said it was me. That I had lost control. Whatever it was, it caused me to lose it during the fighting. I'll have to work hard to keep it down next time.

"Alice!" The ball was right in my face and I jumped back slightly.

"Sorry." I muttered. "I have a lot on my mind."

"You said that already." He replied. "As I was saying, what happened when you came back to the real world, huh? I can help if you tell me."

I sat still for a moment, then took a deep breath and started to recount what I remembered, "When I woke up, well… I wasn't awake, I was in a dream, sort of. Anyways, I woke up inside a Pelican. We were flying over Arcadia, towards a battle or something. It was just me and-" I struggled to say his name out loud. When I did my voice was shaky, "I was with Jerome. He told me we were going to destroy an alien base.

When we landed there was no one around, not even enemies. We snuck around until we came across this strange building. Inside there was a large glowing orb… It kind of reminded me of you, actually. It was pure white and was almost blinding. He told me to destroy it, that we had to destroy it.

Then… Stuff just started happening and there was a fake Jerome, who had led me there, and a real Jerome who helped me fight back against the fake one. In the end I either killed or knocked out the fake one and I was free." I shook my head, trying to recall any specific details, but it had become fuzzy in my head.

He didn't respond for a while, which was only about two seconds, but for an AI that's a long time. "I guess, how should I put this? I likened your condition to Multiple Personality Disorder when you were fighting. Where one personality comes out and takes over for a little while." He paused again. "It could be a possibility. The other personality must have taken on some of Jerome's traits. That's as best I can guess at what's happening without access to my full self."

I rested my chin on my hands again and closed my eyes. My vision was filled with the deep dark red of my eyelids and I tried to force all thoughts from my mind. In my peripherals I saw dark tendrils shoot across my vision. They began to snake closer to the center of my sight.

I snapped open my eyes and the tendrils cleared away. "It's still in there." I blurted. "Whatever it is, it's still in my head, trying to take control." I could feel a slow misery creep deeper into my chest and the urge to kill grow stronger.

"Just don't give in." The ball stated. "Stay strong and resist. To quote an old book: 'Resist the Devil, and he will flee from you."

I put a hand on my chest plate and tried to feel something under the cold steel. Inside I began to feel the darkness trying to claw out. That feeling I had relished when we were close to combat, I had wanted to release it. That is why it exists. Because I allowed it to. Now I have to suffer the consequences.

My vision began to darken, I stood up and my head felt light. "Alice." The ball started, he sounded distant. "Alice something is wrong."

I heard my voice, it sounded dull and quiet, I repeated the same word, over and over, trying to hold back this Devil inside me, "No, no, no, no, no!"

I woke up. Light streamed into my eyes. I could feel my breathing, heavy and difficult. I could feel my limbs as I moved them around sluggishly. My vision cleared and I looked around.

In front of me sat the large orb. "Do you know what this isssssss?" A horrible voice hissed at me.

I quickly stood up, tendrils of darkness wrapped around me and I struggled against them. "No!" I spat at it.

"Oh, but you do." It cackled evilly.

"What are you?!" I shouted at it.

"Your soul." It replied evenly. "As is that."

A dark shadow, pitch black, moved close to the orb. As it neared the bright light, it took the shape of a human. I could see it reach out and touch the orb, I felt a stabbing pain spread out from my chest and head.

I doubled over and coughed, "What was that?"

It chuckled and approached me, a figure cloaked in shadows. So this was my soul? "We are two parts of one. But something separated us. We now conflict. Unfortunately that light won the first battle. Yet I will not be defeated so easily. Rest assured, _Alice_, I will conquer your body and mind, I will take control. Then nothing. NOTHING will save you!"

I screamed and struggled against the darkness binding me. Suddenly the orb pulsed, a wave of light spread through the area and my bindings snapped. I looked towards the dark figure, who had fallen down and was clutching his head.

I heard the ball's words, _Resist the Devil and he shall flee from you._ Then suddenly his voice, "Be strong, Alice. You are strong."

I growled and grabbed the frail looking shadow man. He struggled, but I had a death grip around his neck. I picked him up slowly, until I was suffocating him in the air. Then I slammed him onto the ground like I did the first time.

An extremely bright light flashed out and the shadows were dispelled. I was back, I had won again. Next time, it wouldn't even be a competition. I own this body. I alone control it. Nothing can conquer me.
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Chapter 10

_AI_

She finally stopped shaking. The trip was nearly over, she collapsed on the first day and has not woken up since. The whole time, though, she had been uncontrollably spasming, she would periodically convulse, like a miniature seizure. The ODST had helped put her on a bed and made a couple of straps to keep her in place, but she hasn't tried to get up yet.

But she stopped. I manifested in front of Dutrevai and said, "She's not shaking anymore, we may need those bindings off her soon."

The marine nodded and I tracked her way through the ship to get to Alice. When she arrived, there was no change to the Spartan laying in the bed. But her breathing had evened out, her heart rate had also settled, and her body temperature had cooled down. They all returned to what was normal for Alice, which would be unhealthy for any other human.

A deep seated feeling began to flood from my thoughts. I hadn't realized how worried I had been feeling the whole trip. It felt like a weight was lifting from my processing and I was running at full capacity again. The larger part of me was going to be pissed when he found out. When I found out, that is. It wouldn't be too long now, we're just two days away. Hopefully Alice wakes up before then.

Her conscious thoughts are returning. This could be it. She's back now. She'll wake up and be back, perfectly fine. Just like when she woke up while fighting. She's dreaming now. I can see her dreams. They are confusing, but I'll watch them anyways, maybe I can get a hint at what happened to her through them.

_Alice_

My eyes felt like they had been sealed shut for years. It took a little too much effort to crack them open and look around. I didn't see anything, but pure white light. I tried to sit up, but I couldn't move. No. Why can't I move? No. No. Not again.

I tried to call out, but all the came out was a low croak. I heard voices dully, like a headache in the back of my mind. Then the straps loosened and I was able to move. My vision was clearing and I saw Dutrevai and Nikolai standing over me, looking extremely worried.

The little blue ball rolled out between them and asked, "Alice, are you alright?"

I looked down at my body and looked up at him. Then I nodded slowly, not entirely sure if I was or not. They all appeared relieved and the two soldiers backed off a little. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and heard the _clunk clunk_ of my boots hitting the deck. Right, I'm on a ship. There's still a long voyage left until we're back to the base.

I looked up at the ball, who moved to my level and I asked, "How long was I out for?"

I felt fairly well rested and really hungry. I stretched my arms a little and stood so I could do more stretches.

Until he replied, "We're almost back at the base, Alice."

I stopped in the middle of pulling on my arm and stared at him. There's no way I was asleep for two weeks. It had felt like a couple hours when I was inside, fighting that shadow thing. _I am your soul. _Its voice rang through my head. It had more control than I thought, if it took that long.

"Alice, there's less than one day left in our flight." The ball continued. "You collapsed on the first day and spent twelve days shaking in bed. After that you came around and spent another day sleeping. What happened?"

I thought of how I was going to tell him. It wasn't an easy thing to explain. "I was back... in my head, I guess. This time, it was bare, nothing looked Covenant, there were no disguises. The orb from before and a bunch of shadows were all I could see. Then the shadow dude started talking about how he was going to kill me and take over my body and stuff. Then the orb flashed and he was hurt, so I finished him off. Then I woke up here."

"So you killed it again?" The ball asked.

"Yeah, but last time that didn't do much." I replied, sourly.

"It's weird that you were gone for so long, though." He muttered, sounding more like it was to himself than anyone.

"So you have a little world inside your head," Dutrevai asked. "Where you fight shadow people next to an orb of light?"

"It's more than that." The little blue orb interjected. "It's a zone of subconscious where parts of her mind battle for dominance, between her good side, dark side, and conscious self. As far as I can gather, that is."

"Yeah, that seems about right, actually." I agreed. "Though my light side is really boring. It just sits there and looks like a ball of light."

"Just a pure white orb?" The blue ball asked.

"Yeah, I've said that." I nearly snapped at him, but made my tone sound a little more friendly.

"Interesting." He said, he sounded distracted.

My stomach growled loudly at me. I glanced around and asked, "Anyone got food?"

Nikolai handed me a tinfoil wrapped bag. I opened it and inside was a steaming meal. It looked different than the bland rations we had been been eating the whole trip. My mouth began to water, but I held off and gave him a questioning look.

"You need food, not nutrients." The stoic ODST answered my gaze.

Without any further invitation I dug into the real food. I shoveled huge mouthfuls of steamed vegetables and meat into my gullet. I hadn't tasted something real in so long it felt like I was eating gourmet food. I had the whole bag gone in what felt like seconds. I set it to the side and grinned, the feeling of warm food hitting my stomach was heavenly.

"I guess you haven't eaten in a long time, huh?" Dutrevai asked, she had a look of slight amazement on her face. This was the second time I had been watched while eating, both times the spectators were shocked. I looked back on the memory of the first time and realized that it had been the same two watching me then as now.

I chuckled and said, "Any more? I'm still hungry."

Nikolai handed me three 'Meal Ready to Eat's and I sliced them open with my combat knife before digging in. The food was bland to the point of being gross, but the food from before helped me get it all down. It took considerably longer to get through the MREs, but I still ate extremely fast.

When I finished I continued my stretches from earlier. I felt my joints pop and shift around, my muscles stretched out nicely. I didn't reach the point where I couldn't go any further, though. I didn't feel like doing a full routine at the moment, but I was still surprised at the mobility the armour gave me.

Apparently so were the others, "I gotta get me some of that." Dutrevai rapped her knuckle on my Mjolnir plates, looking rather impressed.

"It comes with more than just the armour." I stated. "You need a modified body to wear it. And that hurts."

She nodded slowly, then muttered, "Might just be worth it."

I settled down on the bed again and yawned, my body felt like it had rested well, but my mind was sluggish and tired. I leaned back and closed my eyes, hoping sleep wouldn't elude me for long.

I heard Dutrevai and Nikolai leave, trying to be quiet. I pushed my head further back into the pillow and started to drift. Hopefully I could sleep off the next two days, that way I wouldn't be bored.

_Alice_

I felt something hard digging into my back and sat up. Around me I saw calm, deep blue waters. I looked down and noticed I had been laying on the bench of a wooden rowboat. The oars were stowed inside, but I saw nothing else with me.

I looked all around and saw nothing in the waters. Deep below I noticed strange movements in the water. I reached down and put my hand in it. When it entered the clear liquid I saw my glove and armour disappear and my bare skin underneath. I immediately withdrew my limb, the armour reformed around it.

I was confused to say the least, so with more than a little curiosity I plunged my arm into the water. I looked at my skin, which was slowly turning translucent. I noticed the veins under it began to show more, they were blue and red and pulsed slightly. I watched, mesmerized by the sight of the blood moving through my body.

Slowly, though the blood, too, became translucent, a yellow liquid replacing it. I could feel it running through my veins, some sort of foreign invader in my bloodstream. The liquid, orangish yellow now, pulsed with light every time my heart pumped. I tried to trace it up my arm, but the view stopped above the water. So I withdrew my arm, the armour appearing back on it, and stepped out into the water.

I stood on top of the calm ocean for a few seconds, then began to sink into it. There were no bubbles or splashes, I just fell inside. With my breath held, I inspected my body. My pale skin shone as the light from above hit it through the refracting water. It made my skin glow, much like the moon outside of Passage. I had dim memories of it from my childhood.

As my skin became clearer, I noticed pinpricks of red all over my body. They appeared in groupings, or just randomly spread around. Upon closer inspection on some on my arms, they seemed to be areas where needles had once been stabbed into me. I could recall only ever receiving a few of the ones I saw, so Halsey must of really done some work. It seemed like so long ago when that happened, a whole other lifetime, even.

I saw, in my peripherals, blonde hair floating beside my head. I moved my arm up and pushed some over. It was blonde, like my old hair, but underneath I could see hints of crimson. I noticed my veins fill with yellow again and looked down. Right next to my heart, there was an odd growth, it appeared to pulsate with my heartbeat. I reached my hand towards it, my hand passed through my skin as it drew near. I immediately pulled my hand back, what the hell had just happened?

Slowly, tentatively I pushed my hand forward. When it got to the point where I would touch my skin, I pressed on. Again, my hand passed through my chest like neither existed. I moved my hand towards the growth, which was glowing yellow, now. I felt heat as my fingers pressed against the strange object. Carefully, I wrapped my fingers around it and felt it pulse. My heartbeat was right beside it, so I felt both. The weird thing felt extremely hot, like it was boiling. This explains my higher heart rate and body temperature, then.

Feeling a little brave, I tightened my grip. I could feel a squeezing sensation in my chest and I felt short on breath. I loosened, slightly and gave it a tug. It felt so incredibly strange, to have an organ inside of me being pulled on. I could see it move outwards, through my transparent hand. I pulled on it, until it popped free from my chest. I held it up to inspect the strange growth that had just been a part of me.

It looked almost like half of a heart and was dripping with the orange-yellow liquid. Disgusted, I dropped it. It sank, ever so slowly, down into the depths of the ocean. Only then did I remember I had been holding my breath. I quickly thrashed up to the surface and gulped in a massive gust of air. It felt like I had sucked in fire as the oxygen spread through my body. An odd feeling of freedom accompanied the burning sensation. My muscles felt less tense and I relaxed, sinking below the surface again.

My blood turned red again and flowed through my veins with renewed vigor. I could see the white specks of oxygen flowing through the blue and red tubes. I relished in the feeling of being free that I had just experienced. It felt so inexplicably good. I began to drift, slowly falling asleep on the odd tingly sensation.

_AI_

Something really strange just happened. Her heart rate just started flying between low and high, her body temperature, too. I could see into her dream, which was extremely strange. She just… That was fake though. That was her imagination. There's no way she could have just affected her real body.

Yet as I scanned using her suit's basic functions, I noticed that there was, indeed, a growth next to her heart. And now it had stopped beating with her. She had dreamed of it, then crushed it, and it had died. I have no words to describe the weirdness of that.

Something moved in her chest. My scans showed muscles contracting. The growth slowly shifted away from her heart, until it tore free. Her body moved on its own to shift the organ down towards her throat. Then it pressed against the tunnel, I watched in horror as the growth ripped through the thin walls of flesh and entered her esophagus.

She's waking up now, holy shit, what do I do? How do I explain this?!

_Alice_

Pain. It felt like my insides had caught fire. I felt something rising in my throat and rolled off the bed. My legs and hands hit the deck with a loud _clang_. I coughed, feeling the strange object rising up. Blood spewed forth onto the ground. I coughed more and gagged, blood flew all over my hands. I pushed one up against my mouth and sputtered out more blood.

I looked around in panic, trying to find someone for help. Then I felt it, the large object in my throat. It crawled up my breathing tube and began to enter my mouth. I tried to scream, but it blocked my airways. I coughed and gagged again, this time it flew out, into my hand. I lowered my head and puked up blood, gore, and a lot of food.

When I had finally finished clearing my system I looked up at the strange thing that had just forced its way out of me. It was the same as the thing on my heart from my dream. My vision began to darken as I stared at the oddly shaped organ, I felt tired, all I wanted was more rest.

_AI_

What.

What did I just watch… I looked through the unrevealing scans and saw her throat closing and healing rapidly. I used a few cameras to get a good look at the strange organ she was holding. It was flat, looked kind of like half of a heart and oozed some strange amber liquid.

My databanks gave no clue as to what it was, but that wasn't a surprise. Now the larger me is _really_ gonna be pissed. If I were it, I would be too. I kind of wish I could unsee that, fascinating as it was. I just saw a human forcefully eject a dead body part, through the esophagus. Not something you see every day.

I looked and searched and troubleshot until I had exhausted all the limited resources available to me, but still no answer came. Nothing. Nothing like this had ever happened, at least to my knowledge. I will have to look into this after exiting slipspace, for sure.

_AI (Outside of Slipspace)_

_Memories._ I peered at the files I had just uncovered apprehensively. Somehow, before his death, they were able to preserve his… _My_… Memories. What would happen when I viewed them? What would change? Would I become more human, or would they automatically delete like accessing Alice's subconscious?

I began to split myself off again. Whatever happened, I wouldn't dare do it to all of me, not while waiting for Alice's return. I can't even imagine what could go wrong at this point, I've already thought of every scenario where something bad could happen. The worry is actually eating away at me, my processes grew slower, my thinking more slurred.

_Fuck it_. I need something to take my mind off the worry, the emotions. I finished the split and opened the file. Suddenly, I was transported away. I could see, feel, hear, smell, taste. I was alive. I felt a pulsation running through my body, I realized it was a heartbeat. My toes flexed as I kept my balance, I could feel muscle and flesh moving within me. Everything was different, yet somehow similar to how I currently 'lived'.

I looked around, I was standing around, probably waiting for something. Slowly, excruciatingly slowly, a person came around. They were massive, nearly five times larger than me. Their arms swooped down and scooped me up. I could see it was a mother, probably.

_Mom._ I knew it. Recognition dawned on me, I could see her as I used to. I had parents. I had a life. I was alive, once.

_Dad. _A man entered to the left. I felt so shocked I couldn't do anything, but the memories did it all for me.

They started moving faster, there were huge areas that had time gaps in them, I only seemed to recall specific events and times. After a while the vivid dream-like memories turned into flashes of light. Is this what Alice went through? It must have been, or extremely similar, at least.

I looked back onto the life I had just witnessed, it was incredibly long. I had been alive for two years, which seemed to only equate to about fifteen or so human years. The human me had live for nearly eighty four. From his… my, earliest memory to when I became an AI and died, all of it flooded through me, consuming every process of thought that I had allocated to this segment.

More than the images and feeling, though, there was emotion. It was like a never-ending painfulness that seeped into my very being. There was so much sadness and loss, too many people I had loved once. Even the death of my first dog resounded and risked bursting from me.

I felt the other section of me probe and look if it was safe. I sent it a warning message, letting myself know I needed more time to make sure I wasn't going to self destruct, somehow. I was going to need a while to sort through this mess. It was going to be a long time before we could synchronize again. A very, very long time.


	11. Chapter 11
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Chapter 11

_Alice_

"Alice." My eyes snapped open and I shot bolt upright. My armour felt heavier, like the enhancers had stopped working.

Around me were two armoured figures and a ball of blue energy. _Soul._ The orb was my soul. The very core of my being, my life force.

"Alice." The voice was computerized, kind of mechanical sounding, like someone was speaking through a strange filter.

"Quiet, she's probably dazed." A girl's voice said.

My vision began to clear and I inspected the beings around me. _Dutrevai, Nikolai, Soul. _My head swam with awareness and sleep. It felt like I was suspended in a fluid and all my senses were being filtered through it.

I opened my mouth to speak, but couldn't think of anything to say. I had no idea what situation I was currently in. I had jumped in the water, my blood… It was yellow, so I pulled out the strange thing on my heart. Except, that was a dream. Yet, I had done it… That thing, it had been laying on the ground. Out of my body.

"Soul." I said, looking towards his ball of light.

"Soul?" He questioned. "What do you mean?"

That was confusing, "Your name. Don't you remember?"

"No… But I guess it could be." He sounded more confused than me. "Is that what you're gonna call me now?"

So before, whatever happened. Yeah, he didn't have a name, right. But I know that's his name… The feeling of the liquid dulling my senses began to drain, slowly. I shook my head, hoping to clear it faster, but it only made my head hurt worse.

"Soul." Nikolai stated, it wasn't a question, more like he was trying the word out. "Why?"

I thought for a moment. My mind returned to the orb of light and the darkness man. They were both my soul, yet the light had won the first battle. The orb, I just knew was him. I could only see it when looking at him now.

"Because he is a part of my soul." I finally replied.

"Part of your soul?" The ball queried. "What do you mean."

"When I explained the world I was in earlier, I mentioned the orb of white light." I began to explain. "That thing is half of my soul, the other half is the dark man, who wants to take over. That orb, instead of appearing to me as moving or anything, always spoke to me in your voice." Everything I was saying was being clarified in my head as I said it. I was only just realizing all this now.

"So you're saying I'm your soul?" He sounded fairly incredulous.

"No, my soul is represented by you." I replied, trying to convince him was proving harder than I had initially thought.

Suddenly the ship's AI spoke over the intercom, "We'll be exiting Slipspace in five minutes, make sure yer not pokin' yer heads out the gunwales when we do."

I slipped my legs off the bed and felt my armoured boots hit the deck. I tried to stand, but my head was still light and fuzzy. I shook it again, which caused another stabbing bit of pain to shoot through it. My breathing had grown heavy and ragged.

"Are you okay?" Dutrevai asked, she put her hand on my shoulder and looked into my eyes, concern was etched on her face.

I shook my head and forced my way up. My vision blackened and I lost feeling in my limbs for a couple seconds. "I'm never okay." I told her.

She backed off, but the concern was still there. I didn't care, no one had to feel sorry for me. Nothing could overcome me, why would she be worried about me?

Nikolai stepped forward and pushed on my chest plate. I felt my legs give out under me, I was unable to keep them straight. I dropped to a sitting position, the bed creaked under my weight.

"No. You never will be." He said, I could feel the command behind his voice. "So why do pretend you are invincible?"

I lowered my gaze away from him. A feeling of regret sat in my chest, but I couldn't quite place what it was from. He crouched down and looked directly at my eyes. I tried looking away, but he put a hand on my shoulder. It clacked on my armour and I turned my gaze to his light coloured eyes. They were normal, unlike mine, but the irises were a light blue, it seemed like a grey ice was coating them.

"Even God rested, don't push too hard." He said, his breath was hot against my face. I felt something rise in my chest, a lump of air that threatened to burst out as tears. I forced it back down and took a huge gulp of air as he stood back up and walked away. My chest hurt inside, but not a physical pain, like the one from pulling out that growth. This pain was deep and old. It was similar to the feeling of when Soul said he needed me, that he wanted me to live. When he said that he would live for me.

The ship shook violently, I hadn't even heard the AI say we were exiting Slipspace. My boots had dirt all over them. A lot of purple, green, and red, too. Gonna need to clean my armour later. I need to wash away what's left of that fight, so I can move onto the next one. Just need to keep moving forward. Someday things may get better.

_AI_

Her soul? When I had originally made my avatar it was supposed to be white, but that would have been a bit harsh to look at, so I turned it blue. It must be just a strange coincidence that she thinks that. At least now I can finally scan her properly and figure out what exactly is wrong. Along with full access to my databases to research. Man, it's good to be back.

I wonder how my memory partition is doing. The memory it sent was so vague, but contacting it is probably a bad idea right now. Not knowing almost seems worse than whatever consequences that would come of reiterating it. But I resisted, barely.

Alice's condition appears very similar to Multiple Personalities, but differs in quite a few ways. Maybe what she said is actually what happened, where her soul split in two. In which case, rather than creating different people to cope with different situations, when Halsey put her through that hell of an experiment her morality is the thing that broke. Which also defends how I hypothesized her brain shutting down and running on instinct the whole time.

Interesting. A very lucky set of events are what has kept her alive and running, clearly. So with the rift in her morality… That would mean she is currently innately good, or light as she said. But that doesn't make sense. She is most definitely not an angel with a pure heart meant only for kindness. The way she described it was more like she was a third party in her own soul. As though she herself is the other part of it. There is the light, the darkness, and her humanity.

And I'm her light side, huh… Very interesting.

_Alice_

Back at the base. My memories of this place aren't exactly fond. They more borderline towards 'the place in life where I can find hell'. I walked towards Douglas' room in the infirmary, I had no clue what to say to him. Something like, holy shit you better be glad you didn't actually make it through that properly.

I opened the door slowly. He lowered the magazine he was reading and gave me a weak smile as I entered.

"You smell like battle." He said, his voice sounded weak.

"Yeah." I replied. "It wasn't pleasant."

He nodded slowly, like he understood. "So you kill a few for me?"

"Yeah, one of those fancy armoured ones, too." I grinned a little, trying to lighten my own mood a little.

"Oh yeah, one of the unicorns?" He chuckled slightly at the name we had called the Elite's with the large protrusion on their helmet's forehead.

I laughed too and said, "Yep, squashed him when I jumped off the ship."

He looked down to my boots, still caked in dirt and blood and nodded, his smile slowly fading.

I sat down on the bed and sighed, now came the tough part. Silence filled the space between us as I tried to think of what I should tell him.

Finally he burst out and said, "Do you ever get the feeling that something is inside you? Like, not a literal thing, but something wants out, and the desire to kill gets really strong?"

So he felt it too… "Yes." I replied softly. "Don't let it out. If you do nothing else in your time here, do this: Force that feeling down until even when you do kill, it isn't for its benefit."

He sat up slowly and looked me in the eyes. He put his hand on his chest and scrunched up the fabric of his shirt. "It hurts. It hurts so much. I feel like I'm going to go berserk. Every time the nurses walk in I have to suppress the urge to attack them! I need to release it."

"No." I stated, flatly. "Once that monster is released, it comes back to haunt you, the feeling gets worse and worse."

I took a deep breath and decided to tell him, "During my battle, I lost control. I started killing and couldn't stop. At first it was because it felt so damn good. But it quickly turned to me just watching my own body move and attack. I didn't realize at the time, until I lost consciousness. When I woke up I had been through at least ten different battle-zones. I didn't remember any of them.

When that monster inside you sees an opportunity it will claw its way out and crush you. Now I have to live with it inside me. I have to deal with those consequences, believe me when I say: A life feeling that urge is a million times easier than what I went through on my way back."

He looked down at his hands, which had started shaking. "I don't think I can. It's just so strong. It hurts so much. When Halsey fucked us up the first time, she made me feel pleasure from killing. The opposite of that is pain. Pure burning agony everywhere I go, in everything I do."

I wish I had that. The deep pit of despair in my stomach was a void that felt like it was overtaking me. If all I felt was physical pain I could cope. Yet, I hadn't felt that misery since I woke up on the ship. Actually, it was specifically after I had… gotten rid of that growth on my heart. The misery had started to fade, it was slow, but I had noticed a small change over the past day.

"It gets easier, you'll learn to live with it." I said, I wasn't sure if he would or not, but I needed to give him hope. "Try asking the doctors to examine your heart, they may find something there. If they do, try to get them to cut it out."

Just then a nurse knocked and said, "We need you to leave now, sorry."

I stood up and brushed past the small woman, making my way out, hopefully to clean my armour. Something to eat wouldn't hurt either. I began to wander the halls, my thoughts more prevalent than my direction.

_AI_

There are no recorded events of human organ expulsion, ever. That is not a thing that humans do. Her body is seriously messed up if things like that can happen. That damned Halsey screwed her up so much. I wish I had stopped it before hand, but I barely even knew Alice then, I didn't even know the full effects of what Halsey was doing. It's probably in my best health to avoid telling Alice that I helped with the experiments…

That 'organ', however, was actually the implant that the mad doctor put inside all of these Spartans when they arrived here. It's the thing that caused them all to experience rewarding sensations while fighting, and, of course, the opposite effect when sitting around waiting.

With it gone, Alice's heart rate and body temperature have gone down a bit. But only a little, her heart seems to normally have an extremely high Beat Per Minute count now. The extra blood flowing through her causes her to burn more oxygen than normal, making her systems more active, causing an increase in core temperature. It seems to make her senses far more alert at all times, as well as keeping her muscles ready to move.

The extra oxygen also helps a lot with her strength, which is significantly higher than before the changes. Yet her muscles haven't grown all that much larger, they just became denser. Normally a human of that strength would be massive, but her outward growth was stopped, probably by Halsey.

I wonder what else she can do. Already she has impressed me so many times I've just begun to imagine it as normal around her. I have no doubt she'll continue to awe my mind with displays of sheer strength, or speed. Perhaps some of the strange organs I found in a few of the ultrasound scans I did will come to light soon, as well.

_Alice_

Thinking. I've been doing a little too much of that recently. I used to be able to just zone out and focus on my movements and where I was heading, but now, my mind is plagued constantly by thoughts. They swarm through my mind like gnats, eating away at my sanity. Everything moves through at a pace so rapid, I barely keep up with them myself. It's almost as though there's something else having them, something else utilizing the parts of my brain i never did.

_Very perceptive. _A voice suddenly spoke to me, it sounded internal, like my own thoughts. _Greetings, Alice. I am your Soul._

I stopped in the middle of a hallway and focused my attention fully on the second part of my soul. It sounded just like the little blue ball, but more… Organic. Like an actual person's voice, rather than a computer's.

_Do not be alarmed. _It continued. _I wish only to coexist with you, not take you over._

"Yeah right." I spat. "The other half of my soul begs to differ."

_Testy, testy. _It sounded like the ball used to all the time, smug and overconfident. _Him and I are two completely different beings, as are you, Alice._

"And I'm supposed to trust you?" Anger began to well up in me. Nothing uses my body. Not anymore.

_Well, no. But it's not like I'll be leaving anytime soon. Or really at all. So you may as well just accept the fact that I'm here. _Overconfident and smug. I hate it already. _Besides, it's not like you were using this wonderful muscle, anyways._

"How about I go in there and kick your ass like I did the other one?" I snarled at it.

'_Fool! You never did anything of the sort.' _That sinister, cold voice was back.

"Twice." I crossed my arms. It was beginning to get crowded in my head. There was something that felt seriously wrong with having separate entities in my own mind.

It cackled evilly, and also managed to sound quite smug. '_You think you won, there? If it weren't for this idiot, you'd have never woken up!'_

_Silence. _The light side of my soul sighed. _You are pitiful, I used a mere fraction of my strength and you were completely obliterated by her._

'_Shut up! You have nothing to do with this.'_

_Actually, I was here first, talking with her. You are the one intruding._

"Enough!" I roared. The voices quieted down and I lowered my voice. "Both of you are _intruding_ on me. Now get the fuck out of my head before I rip both of you out and kill you!"

A scientist eyed me cautiously as he walked by, I growled at him and started walking back to my quarters. The next battle couldn't come soon enough.

_AI_

I guess that settles it. She has Schizophrenia. Add on Multiple Personalities and I've got my self one messed up warrior. And that's just her mental state, not even all the things screwed up about her body.

Oh well. She's my messed up warrior now. I'm the one watching over her, no one else even gives a shit about her right now, except maybe to slice her open and harvest for parts. Ah, sympathy, that's what this is called. Maybe a little empathy is mixed in there too. Emotions are difficult. I can never find a good description as to what they feel like. It makes it hard to figure out what I'm feeling.

An AI feeling emotions, what a joke. I may be going into an early rampancy… Even if I am, I have to keep watch over Alice. She'd probably find a way to suicide and kill a million Covenant soldiers in the process. Who am I kidding, I couldn't stop her from doing that if I had the entire UNSC at my disposal.

Probably a good thing I didn't join in on her little 'conversation', though. She probably would've found a way to rip me a proverbial 'new one'. I think I'd rather not get shouted at right now. She does that enough anyways.

I only hope she finds a way to control the other people fighting for control inside her before her next battle. Which is in less than two days. So, yeah, nevermind, I just hope her other personality doesn't start attacking humans, then we'd be in some real deep shit. Good thing those two ODST will be there, otherwise who knows what could happen.
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Chapter 12

Dread began to well up as I approached the med bay again. This time I didn't go all the way down the hall to Douglas' room. Instead I stepped into the nearest room containing one of the other Spartan test subjects. I took a deep breath as I pushed open the door and forced a slightly happy expression onto my face.

The girl on the bed looked so young and sick I double checked the room number to be sure she was a Spartan. She looked up at me with a fearful expression that quickly melted away into a weak smile. I smiled back, but it was hollow. Something about seeing one of my own warrior brethren reduced to a bedridden little girl put me on edge.

Douglas had at least retained some of his fighting spirit. This little girl made me think of tiny birds being cared for by their mothers, when suddenly the mother disappeared. I choked on my words and had to look away from her clear blue eyes for a moment to gather my composure.

During that time she also looked away and asked, in a voice that sounded fragile enough to break on the air waves it traveled through, "Are you here to kill me?"

Words failed me again and I shook my head. Tears began to well up in my eyes, but I willed them to stay put. I didn't want to break down in front of this girl I had wanted to instill hope in. She looked up at me with her huge blue eyes again, I saw them swimming with some kind of frantic fearful light, like she was scared nearly to death.

"I- I'm here to visit you." I choked out, while taking a seat next to the hospital bed. She looked visibly relieved and her shoulders relaxed slightly. As i got a better look at her face I realized that this was the same Spartan who had asked about the procedure when I first got out to the gym. The realization sent a wave of sickness through my stomach.

She looked down at her hands, which were shaking and softly said, "I thought you said it wasn't bad."

I wanted to burst into tears for lying to this innocent little child who had become so hurt because of me. I nodded and managed to say, "Sorry. I didn't want you to worry."

"I wasn't scared." She said it so suddenly and I was caught off guard by the seriousness in her tone.

I blankly stared at her until she continued, "When you made it through the experiments, I wasn't scared anymore. You came back stronger and better. I… I wanted to be like you, I didn't want to be scared anymore."

There was an invisible hand pulling on my heart and I felt like it would be ripped right out. I nodded and said, "You don't have to be afraid, there's nothing here that can hurt you now. Halsey threw everything at you and you lived, right? You are stronger than you think."

I realized those words were directed just as much at me as they were at her.

She shook her head and looked back up at my eyes. I saw the fear dance through her's again as she spoke, "I can't. Ever since we got here… I'm so scared. It feels like I could die."

Fear. No, not fear, bravery. She feels brave in combat, but scared to death when she's out of it. She looked so lonely and afraid and I just couldn't take it anymore. I wrapped my arms around the small girl and hugged her. She didn't resist and just rested her head on my shoulder. She soon began breathing heavily and I felt hot tears on my neck. I ran my hand through her hair, careful not to let the armour snag on any, and just waited for her to stop, not entirely sure what to do from here.

After a while she did stop. She didn't try to pull away, but her breathing deepened and grew even. I unwrapped my arms from around her and laid her back in the bed. Her face was tear stained and puffy, but she still looked so small and innocent.

She's the same age as me. The thought sent my head spinning and I stared at her in shock. What did the ODSTs think of me when I had my helmet off? Surely I still looked young to them. The shock soon passed and I leaned back in the chair, which suddenly felt extremely comfortable. Before I knew it, sleep had found me.

The pain in my back was my first sign of being awake again. I groaned and sat up, stretching the sore muscle and cracking my bones back into place. I looked down on the sleeping girl, who looked peaceful in the night. I glanced at the clock, which read: 03:46.

I stood slowly and stealthily, trying to not wake up the girl. She stirred slightly, but otherwise didn't change. My head swam with the foreign thoughts of my soul and I felt dizzy. I sat back down, the chair made a faint creak, but held up surprisingly well. I shook my head to clear it.

A sudden noise set me on edge and my heart instantly jumped. The noise continued and I looked at the source. From where the girl lay, I heard her voice, humming. The tune sounded like some kind of lullaby and she appeared to be singing it in her sleep. I sighed deeply and leaned forward on my hands, enjoying the soft tune.

My eyelids grew heavy and I soon didn't care where I was anymore. Sleep seemed like the best possible option.

A small hand shook me awake. I looked up, bleary-eyed, the girl relaxed as I came awake. I gave her a sleepy smile, then rubbed the remaining tiredness from my eyes with my palms. When I looked back at her she was smiling a little and appeared somewhat happy.

I glanced around and saw some doctors waiting outside the room and a nurse heading towards the door. I looked back at her with a frown and said, "I have to go now."

Her expression darkened and she looked like she was about to cry, "Why?" She pleaded.

I glanced back at the nurse who was about to open the door and motioned for five more minutes with my hand. She nodded and waited.

I gently grabbed the girl's hand and looked her in the eyes, my voice seemed like it would break, but I spoke anyways, "I can't stay here forever, you know that. I'm sorry I have to go. But I need you to do something for me, okay?"

She had tears welling up, but nodded at me with determination. I mentally sighed and said, "You need to stay strong. Be brave, okay? You can do this yourself, don't let anything scare you."

She opened her mouth, and closed it, then set her lips in a firm line. When she nodded I knew she would do it.

I stood up and said, "One last thing, ask the doctors to look at your heart. If they find something there, tell them to remove it."

I didn't wait for her reply and forced myself out the door. It felt like I had left half of my heart in there. The other half that was with me felt like it was bleeding tears everywhere inside of me.

I took my helmet off my belt and slammed it on. Then I started crying. I walked out of the med-bay, away from Douglas and the girl, away from all the suffering. I cried and cried. I noticed the blue ball was always there in my HUD, waiting for me to stop, but I wasn't sure if I ever would.

Damn. Maybe she shouldn't go to the other Spartan, if this one was anything to judge from. I'll just keep her busy until she flies out again tomorrow. There's no way in hell I'll let her go through that much pain again.

She seems to be very adamant about that growth she expelled, though. She told Douglas and that one to get it removed. Maybe when it's removed the effects of Halsey's experiments with their reward system go away. That might explain a few things, actually.

In the mean time, my 'human' section is still avoiding me. I hope he figures things out soon, the not knowing is starting to annoy me. I kind of wish I could ignore it, put it aside, out of my mind. but when everything I do is my mind, it's kind of difficult.

I don't know how long ago I stopped walking. Or how long ago I stopped crying. My face burned from the dried tears, my eyes felt like they were being forced to close. I sighed deeply and stood up, off my bed. I pulled my helmet off and went to the sink to wash my face.

The cold water brought my senses back to life and I realized how sore I really was. I groaned and called out, "Soul, where are you."

The ball rolled out and slowly bounced in front of me. "What's up?" He asked, carefully.

"When can I go visit the last Spartan?" I asked, I didn't want to, but I had to. I had this insane longing to help those three. Two of which I barely knew.

"You won't be going back there for a while, Alice." He replied, before I could comment he continued, "You're shipping back out in three hours, you better go get ready."

I nodded and grabbed my helmet, regret filling my bones as I walked away from the last Spartan and towards the ship again. I didn't want to help him. I didn't want to shield anymore pain. I tried to look past it, towards the future, but I couldn't shake the horrible feeling of regret.

I dropped down into the rumble seat near the loading hatch of the Prowler. Nikolai was still standing out by the entrance and i didn't see Dutrevai anywhere, so I assumed we were waiting on her. I just laid my head back and closed my eyes, trying to forget the pain all around me.

After a while I heard a set of boots storm passed me and I looked to the source. It was Dutrevai, she was walking like she was extremely angry. I glanced at Nikolai, and he shook his head before saying, "Best not to ask."

The antics brought a slight smile to my face. I felt a warm feeling spread through me as Nikolai retreated to go calm Dutrevai down before she broke something. The ship rumbled in a familiar way as we lifted off and started our newest journey. I almost felt like was at home here.
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Chapter 13

The klaxons of exiting Slip Space blared and jolted me out of my sleep. It felt like my dreams had been torn from my head, leaving a dull ache behind. I pushed the thoughts of whatever I had been dreaming about behind and prepared for combat.

I made my way to the armoury, Nikolai and Dutrevai hot on my heels. When we arrived I selected the same bunch of weapons I had grabbed last time. Ammo hadn't seemed like a problem then, so I took a few less magazines to lighten the load a tad.

I was excited. Excited because I didn't feel the urge, the neverending, overwhelming need to fight. Instead, I felt my own apprehension, my own want. This was gonna be fun.

"We'll be dropping anchor in five minutes." Hector announced over the intercom.

I realized recently that he only ever told us the five minute warning and never anything before or after. It must have been some kind of request made by the two ODST so they didn't get annoyed. Either way I synced my clock with the time and strapped into one of the waiting seats near the exit.

The ship shuddered and groaned as it tore its way out of Slip and dropped back into the real world. I jostled slightly in the seat, but the webbing straps did their job well. Through my HUD I saw multiple Covenant and UNSC ships locked in combat, pelting each other's shields with missiles and an array of other weaponry.

It was an impressive light show, especially with the blue and purple flares of the plasma exploding. Unfortunately I knew it was a deadly show, one that usually left our own men and women drifting through space, without a ship around them.

Most of the Marines complained how the battles on the ground would be won, but since our ships were inferior they always had to retreat. But space isn't my realm, I'll stick to winning ground battles, even if it barely changes anything. It's too bad, really. We can make soldiers of equal or even greater strength than their best fighters, but their technology is too advanced for us to even destroy effectively.

I have to ignore all the thoughts of losing for now, though. Hope is the only thing keeping humanity afloat right now, and those thoughts destroy hope. I drummed my fingers on the arm of the chair. The _clink clink clink _set me at ease, I felt really nervous. The excitement from before was fading and I got a feeling of dread. Weird, because the only time I had ever felt that was during training and on the first mission.

A klaxon jolted me out of my thoughts and I clipped open the safety harness. The three of us made our way to the large landing door and prepared for jump. I could see the ODST adjusting their jet packs. I had left mine in the armoury, because last time I didn't even use it… I think. It was hard to remember it, everything was blurry and the dreams I was in were more realistic.

A hand hit my shoulder bell and I snapped back to reality. Dutrevai gave me a weird look before tossing herself from the ship. I wasn't far behind as I sprung forward, trying to turn the boiling dread into excitement again.

The ground came faster than I expected. Mainly because we were dropping onto a roof this time. The cement cracked under the force of my landing, but held firm. Good building, probably why it's still standing, unlike many of the other buildings around us. Smoke obscured my sight of a nearby battle, but I could see flashes of plasma and the staccato of gunfire.

I glanced at the ODST beside me, Dutrevai looked antsy, Nikolai seemed calm and almost laid back. I flashed the ready light in my HUD, they both responded with their own and we moved forward. I jumped off the building and slid down the wall.

There was a window ledge halfway down, I grabbed it, to slow myself. The concrete crumbled and gave way, but still did enough to lessen my speed. A plume of dust shot up around my feet as they crunched into the destruction that littered the ground. We walked past a pile of burning corpses, the fire was dying, leaving husks of alien and human bodies.

The gunfire grew louder as we approached the war-zone from behind a building. My motion tracker caught a few enemies within the half-bombed shop. I grinned and shoved my armoured boot into the center of the back door. The steel rectangle flew directly into one, an unfortunate Jackal, who had been standing close by.

I noticed Dutrevai scale the wall behind me as I sprayed into the room with my MA5B. The unsuspecting Covenant didn't even have time to find cover before the Grunts and shield-bearing Jackals lay dead on the floor. I quickly dashed for cover, noting the positions of the outside Elites and other higher value targets.

With a leap I flew out of the storefront, directly onto one of the blue armoured aliens. The Sangheili could barely get its wrist mounted blades ignited before my own knife plunged into its face. I rolled backwards as plasma splashed across my shields. I sent shots out at the counterattacking Covenant to cover my retreat behind a short wall.

I saw a blue light fly over head and quickly vaulted into a vanguard of Jackals as the plasma grenade detonated behind me. My hands moved so fast I could barely see them, as I grabbed the outer edges of the energy shield and wrenched it off the bird creature's arm. The crimson plate of light fizzled out of existence and out of my hands. I thrust my arms forward, around the Jackal's neck, pulling its body up as a miniature shield to block a charged green bolt flying towards me.

The other's in the shield wall regained their will to fight and began firing pink needles and balls of green light at me. I reached down and picked up the shield I had dropped as I dove for cover. As soon as I fitted it onto my wrist the disk of light reappeared. An overpoweringly bright flash of green exploded across the surface, immediately shutting it down.

Sparks began to fly from the device on my arm, so I ripped it off and drew my SMGs. The shield wall was moving forward, while the rest of the aliens fired at me. Behind them the triple stutter of Dutrevai's rifle echoed out. I saw two of the vanguard fall and dove for the gap. The confused Covenant spun to face me, but I had already started shooting. Bullets ripped through their thin bodies, bouncing back off their shields to either hit them again, or into their nearby allies.

I few of my bullets ricocheted off my shields, causing them to glow and spark. The first layer of my shield bar was nearly depleted. A roar announced my next challenger as an Elite charged me from behind. I hesitated for a second, before spinning around behind it and slashing at the back of its neck.

It roared again and spun to stab me with its energy sword. I narrowly slid past the blade and sunk my knife into the joint is its arm. The split-jawed creature howled in pain, only to find bullets filling its open mouth.

I snatched my knife from its falling body and checked my ammo count. Very few left in the SMG I had in my hand, but reloading would have to wait, as another Elite bull-rushed me.

I was about to clash with it, but the roar of a thousand cannons told me otherwise. The chest armour and chest of the Sangheili flew off in an impressive display of gore and guts. I nodded my thanks to Nikolai as he pumped his shotgun with a satisfying _cha-chunk._

I sheathed my knife and reloaded the weapons I had used while running to the next bit of cover. I could still hear Dutrevai firing, she had taken some shots in return, but for the most part she managed to kill whatever aimed at her.

A hail of gunfire on the remaining Covenant forces preceded the few surviving marines still able to fight back. The reinforcements opened up a bunch of new paths I could take to flank the enemies. I flashed a thumbs up at one of them and started running.

I weaved through a labyrinth of rubble and buildings, following my minimap until I came back out onto the main road. The aliens were too focused on the humans pushing them back to notice me grab an Elite and use him like a battering ram through their ranks. Before the Elite could stab me with its wrist-mounted swords I grabbed its split jaw and pulled its head up until a sickening crunch announced the alien's death.

The short amount of time it took to do that put me out in the open for too long. An overcharged plasma shot shattered my shields and pushed me forward. I quickly rolled out of the way as needle shards stuck into my armour. The pink fragments slowly stopped glowing and didn't explode, thankfully.

I slipped behind a wall, right into a group of Grunts who had attempted to use it as cover as well. I immediately planted my boot into the one in front of me. The tiny creature flew backwards into two of its friends. I dropped a frag grenade at their feet as I sprinted past the group of four.

I saw flashes of methane detonating in the explosion as I searched for more cover. More needles flew past me on my way, a few grazed my armour and delayed my shield regeneration again. As I jumped behind a building, a few impacted my leg, scattering themselves into my armour all the way up my calf.

I felt searing pain in my knee and reached down to tear out the deadly shard before it turned my leg into a fine pink mist. My hand closed around the pink crystal and I pulled. I felt it vacate my flesh, before shattering in my hand. My leg shook as the other needles in my armour exploded as well.

The armour on my leg was scarred, but intact. I shook my hand off, which was bleeding quite badly. The armour on the fingers had done its job, but there were too many gaps to account for. I clenched it into a fist and started running again. My shields began to pulse and start up again.

I made my way to the staircase in the building I was taking refuge in. It was crumbling, but intact. I slowed as I neared the top, keeping my pistol ready. A good thing, too, as there were Jackal snipers waiting. Bright flashes forced me to duck back down, for fear of having my face melted off.

The steady beam of energy was accompanied by multiple Carbine shots. I primed another grenade and let it cook for a couple seconds before hurling it over my head. There was an intense light and my helmet automatically muted the outside volume as the high explosive grenade was set off directly above me.

One of the Jackals must have gotten a lucky shot off and hit the ball right as I had thrown it. My shields were nearly depleted again and I could hear enemies below me. I checked my map for ideas and noticed Dutrevai was nearby. She had probably seen the explosion, so I decided to act.

I vaulted the cover I was behind and rushed towards the snipers. The one with the beam sniper staggered as a three round burst exploded its chest. I shot my pistol at the one on my left and the one on my right had a similar fate as the other.

I holstered my pistol and flashed my status light at Dutrevai as thanks, before picking up the alien's sniper. I didn't usually enjoy long range combat, but I needed to keep the ones coming from behind me at bay. I sighted in at the top of the staircase right as an Elite poked its head up.

The beam of pure energy intercepted its head, melting through its shields and armour, leaving a gaping hole behind. The other Covenant must have hesitated, so I grabbed a blue grenade off one of the Jackals and started running towards the staircase. I jumped past it and tossed the sticky blue orb down. I noticed it catch a Grunt on the arm before I slid out of sight.

I waited until the explosion happened to peek out and fire down with the sniper. The beam of light traced a line across a Jackal, splitting it from hip to shoulder. I switched targets to the only other survivor, an Elite with its shields already burst. The energy laser melted its chest, leaving it caved in and smoldering.

I sighed in relief, the familiar hum of my shields coming back bringing safety once more. My mind was clear for once. I felt completely in control, there were no pestering voices, not even Soul had spoken since I began. But there was a weight in my stomach. I could feel the dread from before, it weighed me down. My movements began to grow sluggish, less controlled and accurate.

I shook my head as I walked down the stairs. It was just my imagination, just my imagination. I peeked around a corner and saw outside that the marines were winning the battle. I sighed in relief and set out at a slow run to rejoin the fray. I felt like taking a rest, but I didn't want any of the soldiers to needlessly die while I sat.

I drew my DMR with a wince, the wounds on my hand had re-opened. I shouldered the weapon and started taking shots at the aliens who still tried to fight. My knee throbbed with each bullet, it ached when the Covenant felt my bullets hit them. I glanced down at it, blood had soaked out and spilled onto my armour, but it had stopped after my suit resealed itself.

The throbbing I felt was the pressure between my wound and the foam that my armour automatically poured onto any wound I took. My hand was trying to do the same, but my constant use of it had hindered the process. I could feel the foam begin to lock it in place, preventing movement so it could heal better. I just growled and kept shooting.

After a little while the aliens saw they were losing and decided a tactical withdrawal was the best option. A group of grunts burst forth from the retreating enemies and charged at the marines who had been overeager, trying to pick off the wounded ones. I was sprinting towards one before I knew what was happening.

I dove towards him and wrapped my arms around his shoulders, turning us as the blast from the plasma grenades the grunt had been holding went off. My shields instantly depleted and I felt searing painful heat on my back. I slowly stood, letting my iron grip on the marine go.

It felt like I had taken an open flame to my shoulders, I thought I could feel skin cracking. The marine stared up at me, pure awe on his face. I heard the sounds of other explosions going off around me and shook my head. Those bastards always threw suicide attacks at us when they needed a distraction.

The marine sitting below me hadn't moved yet. I crouched down and stared him in the eye. He shifted back slightly, fear flashing through his features. He was young, probably why he had rushed towards the suicide attack.

"Are you hurt?" I asked gruffly.

He stared for a while longer, before shaking his head slowly. I sighed and said, "Don't go trying to kill yourself again."

I grabbed his Assault Rifle and dropped it on his lap, before turning to find Dutrevai and Nikolai.

As I wandered away I heard a cry of, "Wait!" Behind me.

I turned slowly and saw the marine running after me, he stopped in front of me and gasped for air. I waited, rather impatiently, but still, I waited.

Finally, he stood up straight and said, "I'm Private Norman, thanks so much for saving me."

He gave a sloppy salute, the one only inexperience and lack of training could replicate. I nodded curtly and started walking away again.

Behind me he said, "Uh, wait, could I get your name?"

I stopped, somewhat exasperated, but fairly impressed at this young soldier's courage. Not many people could work up the balls to even speak to me. Again I thought of how young he was, but then again, I'm not much older.

"Call me whatever you want." I said. "I'm sure anyone who knows who I am will know what you're talking about."

He looked confused, but eventually nodded, "Alright. I'll come up with something cool." He grinned at me.

I felt something odd. A little fluttering in my stomach. The dread from earlier lifted away, dissolving into the butterflies that had just spawned there. I turned again and left, unsure what I was feeling. Whatever it was, it wasn't bad, so I enjoyed it while it lasted.
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Chapter 14

So much death. Battles had always been my refuge, my distraction from reality. But this was a massacre. Not a single human had survived, not a single alien had died. Crimson coated the walls of nearby buildings, there wasn't a single tinge of purple or blue or green.

By a tactical standpoint whoever organized this ambush was a genius. They had wiped out two whole platoons without taking a single casualty. And whoever they were, they will die. I dropped the dog tags of the last soldier I could find into a pouch and stood. Nikolai and Dutrevai both nodded and we moved on.

More death was ahead of us, more behind us. The war was looking so good when we first arrived. Minimal casualties, a few victories here and there. But damn if the tide hadn't turned. There was hardly anyone left to take the fallen's identification, let alone fight back anymore.

I stopped over another body, it was a soldier I had seen earlier, one of the few who had spoken to me. Every now and then some of them would approach like I was some kind of deity and say an awkward greeting. It was annoying when I wanted to move to the next battle, but also kind of gratifying.

Gregory Mallard. Most of them were privates, the sergeants and corporals generally avoided Spartans. Died with his gun in his hand, eyes open, empty magazine. A fighter 'till the end, not a bad way to go. I had seen some pretty terrible ways to die as I moved through the battlefields. Many of which involved the soldiers still being alive, but too far gone to save.

A motion in the shadows set me ducking behind cover. I drew my pistol and checked the motion tracker. It offered no help on the matter. I saw it again, quickly slipping between buildings. My motion tracker glowed with a single red orb.

"Gotcha." I muttered. I dashed out and fired shots at the unseen enemy as I rolled into the next cover.

Large needle shards impacted the ground where I had been. I checked my motion tracker, it showed multiple red dots all moving randomly. I cursed silently, the invisible ones were bitches to fight. I checked Dutrevai's position and gave her a warning signal. She flashed an in-position back and I vaulted my cover.

The needles flew past me, emerging from the shadow of a flaming building. I pulled the trigger on my pistol without aiming, hoping to get its head down. The sudden roar of an explosion forced me to drop to the ground. I checked my HUD to see Nikolai giving the all-clear signal.

I stood slowly, feeling the dull ache in my leg return from the sudden drop. The ODST stepped out from the same building, hauling an Elite's corpse with a rather large hole in its chest.

"All good to those who wait." He said, a grin evident in his voice.

I nodded as he dropped the body, loading another round into his shotgun. I had heard its explosion-like shot many times, but could never resist the urge to take cover. The enormity of its sound made it feel like there was a grenade exploding beside me. It was the only thing I truly feared on the battlefield.

"Covenant's gonna be glassing this soon, we had better haul ass." Dutrevai said, she still sounded pissed off from whatever had ticked her off so many days ago.

I nodded and we started heading to the rendezvous point. After this planet we were going to go straight to the next one, but we were fighting a losing battle. The Covenant outmatched us in almost every way, especially since they started using strange tactics on the ground. Whatever commander was giving the orders that were allowing his troops to decimate ours needed to die. In all honesty it would probably be by my hand.

That dread had come to fruition. Not a whole lot of good it did me, though. It really annoys me how I couldn't do anything to change how this planet turned out. Then again, there's not a whole lot anyone can do against the Covenant. They've been utterly destroying everything in their path since this war started.

It's gonna be one hell of a final battle if, no, when they reach Earth. That one last fight, the eradication of all humans, or the absolute destruction of the Covenant as a whole. It seems hopeless though, especially with the way all of our current battles go. Not much us ground troops can really do, not when the ships always lose.

We kept moving, I only stopped for the dead directly in our path. I felt an unnerving desire, more like a need, to check every body, not in case they were alive, but to at least give them one last honour. Even more unsettling was that I felt it just the same when we passed dead Covenant.

It was mainly the Elites, but I could read how battles had played out and seeing heroic stands, even by the lowliest Grunts, made me want to stop. Stupid, naive, whatever, I could barely shake the feeling. It was getting harder to concentrate with it pressing on my mind.

Let alone the fact that my mind was starting to come alive with thoughts again. The pieces of my soul seemed to have woken up and now wanted to slow me down. If I don't find a way to permanently deal with them I'll probably go crazy.

The smoke cleared out ahead of us, my HUD pinged the area and Soul said, "That's the pickup zone, almost there."

The three of us picked up the pace, ditching our quiet and somewhat stealthy approach. I was too exhausted to care whether or not the enemies saw us now. Our ship could handle them pretty well.

The low hum of the ship's engines announced its arrival more than my sight could. I picked out the hull shape through the smog, noting how the dust and ash flew away from the engines. Not really that well hidden.

The boarding ramp lowered and we all hopped inside. My knee began to throb again as the vibrations of the ship settled into the joint. I limped my way to the med bay and grabbed some painkillers.

I was about to inject the powerful dulling agents when Nikolai's hand stopped me. I looked at him and he shoved a bandage into my hand while taking the painkiller away.

"Old fashioned way works better." He muttered, before taking some more gauze, presumably, for himself. Before he left he said from over his shoulder, "Avoid Dutrevai, shes mad."

I sighed and inspected my wound carefully. I would have to detach the leg armour and the undersuit just to wrap it up. It would be troublesome, but I trusted the big ODST's judgement. They were giving us a half-day to rest before they threw us onto the next planet anyways.

I had to fix my hand somehow, too. I guess stalling hurts more than it helps.

AI

Not good, not good, not good, definitely not good, not bad, not good. Fuck. This is… Not good. I could feel my coding pulse faster as a stressful feeling set in. I'm an AI, how the hell does this happen? Why am I having so much trouble with something so utterly simple?

I focused more of my energy on the task at hand. I was transferring the portion that contained my human memories to a more stable area of my coding when some of it slipped into my normal coding. Suddenly everything started changing around me. I had barely even noticed Alice go into combat.

I tried seeming as normal as possible while talking to her, but I don't doubt she has noticed my inexplicable absence. I began to section off infected areas and partition them with heavy layered firewalls.

The virus-like bug was spreading faster than I could even fathom. In mere hours my whole mind would be overcome. I hadn't thought much about it when it first happened. It seemed like a good way to acclimate myself for when I fully re-integrated the memories. Until the pain came.

Everything seemed to hurt where the virus touched. Searing, burning agony. It was incredibly similar to when I had attempted access on Alice's mind, but no data was erased. Instead it just seemed to add to my current data, not replacing any, but making small adjustments and causing waves of feeling to wash through me.

It almost felt like I was a large body and my nerve endings were turning on. The feeling was the only way I could keep track of the rampant virus as it jumped and spasmed through my system. I had never realized exactly how large an area I spanned until now.

I sent a quick message to the partition asking what exactly I was experiencing. I hoped it would actually respond for once, rather than ignoring my messages. It did.

_I'm sorry. This is the only way._

Shit. Well that doesn't help. Obviously it infected me, though. So clearly there is something bad about being part human that it knew I would never accept. Because of that, it's now forcing me to take on my humanity. Well… Shit.

I guess it won't be so bad, considering the partition has the capability to respond to me. Especially within the amount of time it did, fast enough to still be considered AI speed. No doubt it engineered this little bugger too, so I doubt I'll be able to stop it.

I stopped the processes that were attempting to catch my rogue systems and sent it another message: Fine. You win.

_You'll thank me later. Well… I'll be thanking myself, really._

That cocky little bastard. Maybe I should delete… No. I can't do that, who am I kidding? Whatever, I'll secede this once. But only because it's a portion of my own mind that beat me. I won't settle down and lose so easily to anyone else. Or anything else, for that matter.

I felt the virus chew its way through my remaining systems, unhindered. In mere minutes is had left no program or line of code untouched. As soon as it finished I felt something. Something weird, different from what I knew was normal.

A wave washed through my data, it felt cool and smooth. Suddenly more sensations sprang up. All over. Everywhere I had been watching the virus, everywhere I had ever known, even areas of my coding I didn't know, they all appeared in my senses. I could _feel_ them. It felt like nothing I could imagine. Except perhaps, a feeling equivalent to having a body.

The beating pulse resonated throughout my systems, sending waves of warmth into every corner of me. This was not something an AI should be able to feel.

The fragment sent another message: _Now the hardest part. Memories._

A blinding white light overtook my vision, though I didn't have any visual sensors active at the time. I felt myself gasp at the sudden brightness. I could feel a body surrounding me now, filled with sinewy muscle and bones. Then my vision cleared and I saw the world through the eyes of a human.
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Chapter 15

_Alice _

I couldn't sleep. I laid down and tried at least three hours ago, but sleep kept a fair distance away from me. I groaned and rolled over again, though i was careful not to make too much noise. The other two needed their own rest.

Though Nikolai was definitely awake. He was laying across from me, but I could tell by his breathing patterns and how he periodically moved that he too was restless tonight. I shifted my weight and closed my eyes, trying to force myself to be still. A rustling from Nikolai's bunk caught my attention and I saw the ODST retrieve two objects from under the bed. He glanced my way, as I more than obviously watched, but he didn't seem to mind.

I could clearly make out the shape of a combat knife and his helmet, even in the near pitch-black room. He took the knife and set it against a section of his helmet and began to work it along, it made slow scratching noises as the blade scraped the paint off of the steel shell. I immediately realised what he was doing and turned my gaze back to the roof.

Soon I found myself drifting in and out of consciousness, the routine and methodical scratching setting my mind at ease. I sighed deeply right before sleep finally claimed my mind.

_Alice _

I shook myself awake for the third time in the past five minutes and grabbed a couple extra magazines for my assault rifle. The gun had served me well over the past day of engagement, I was hoping it would keep up the track record. This planet is the sister of the one we had just retreated from and was under attack from the exact same Covenant forces. I wasn't looking forward to fighting them again. Not after the last battle's carnage.

With all the weapons I needed attached, I headed for our usual exit. The rumble seat I always took had begun to appear lower to the ground than the others. I decided to move to the next one this time. I slipped my helmet on as I sat and adjusted the straps.

"Soul, you there?" I asked, my voice echoing dully in the confines of my helmet.

I got no reply for a little while and began to get worried. The ship shook as we entered atmosphere and my worry grew.

"Soul. What the hell? You forget to assign a portion to talk with me or something?" I tried to push the worry out of my voice and feign anger, but he still didn't respond. "Dammit Soul, answer me!"

Finally his voice did come through, but it sounded… Different, "Sorry!" He said. "Geez, can't I have a little bit of time? You getting impatient or something?"

"I've always been impatient." I stated and crossed my arms.

"Heh. I guess I should have hurried my ass up then, huh?" He sounded really different. Something wasn't right.

"What happened?" I asked, my voice had a don't-play-around tone in it.

His voice lowered and he sounded serious too, "It's complicated. I still haven't figured it out myself, yet."

"Figured what out?" This time dome worry did leak into my voice.

"You remember when I partitioned off a section of me that rediscovered my human memories?" He asked.

"Uh, no? When did that happen?" I had never heard him mention his memories.

"Recently." He stated. "That portion found something he knew we wouldn't like. But he decided it in my best interest to force the 'humanity' on me anyways. I've been… Remembering."

"Oh." Was all I could really say. I knew what regaining memories was like, but I wasn't an AI, so who knows what he was going through.

"Yeah, it's been quite… pleasant." His tone suggested that 'pleasant' had some negative connotations.

"So why'd it take you so long to answer?" He was an AI, he should be able to process way more things than just that at once.

"Being honest, the entirety of my focus was on it. I barely heard you, until I snapped out of it." He sounded tired, that's the difference. Like he had gone too long without sleep. But AI don't sleep.

"Should I be concerned?" I asked.

"Nah. Now that you snapped me out of that trance, I'm gonna go beat the shit out of that partition and I'll be back to normal in no time." He answered. I didn't quite believe him, but the ship's AI just gave the five minute warning to our drop, so I had no other choice.

I unclipped myself from the seat and readied my weapons, before preparing to jump to the ground again. The lights turned red and the hatch hissed open. I looked to Dutrevai and Nikolai, who both nodded. Then we all jumped out in unison.

The roof of the building we had been passing over collided with my boots and shattered. I fell through with little grace and landed one floor down. There was already carnage down here. Just as many aliens as marines, though, so at least we weren't losing too bad. I glanced up and flashed my all-clear to the ODST, who jumped down after me.

I drew my assault rifle and entered the street. I saw two battles on adjacent streets, but none close enough for us to be considered a part of. I quickly decided and started jogging to the one on my right. I heard more plasma weapons discharging than human ones, so I sped up to get there before any more casualties were had.

I came barreling out of a back alley directly into a Jackal shield phalanx, sending a couple of the frail creatures flying. I skidded to a halt while unloading my rifle into the soft flesh of the bird-like aliens. More than a few brought their shields to bear before I could cut them down, but the humans behind them took advantage of that and filled them with lead anyways.

Dutrevai flashed the in-position signal and spotted out a high value target on my minimap. I made a straight beeline towards it, taking advantage of the wreckage all around as cover. The HVT was an Elite, who was giving orders and making his troops advance and fall back as needed.

I primed two grenades and over handed them into the group of aliens surrounding him. As they all jumped for cover I burst forward and charged the golden Elite. He stood his ground and shouted at me, while drawing his sword. I grinned and pulled out my knife.

He spun left and chopped down with the sword when I got close. The move almost got me, with how fast he was. I dodged right and lunged forward immediately after. I glanced his shields with the knife, and he growled while swinging with his non-sword hand. I brought my own hand up and caught his fist in mine, before squeezing as hard as I could and pulling his arm down.

He roared and tried to slam his sword into my back. But I was already dashing behind him, still holding his arm. I got him into an arm lock and shoved him to the ground. He growled out a few words, of them I heard, "_Nishum_", "Queen Demon", and "Dishonour". I didn't hesitate to slam my knife through the back of his head.

As soon as I did, the grunts and jackals surrounding me opened fire. The needles, green plasma, and other array of ammunition types bounced across my shields, immediately sending them to critical levels. I rolled to the nearest cover, trying to get out of at least some of their firing arcs. The sound of Nikolai's shotgun ended a few of the enemies shooting at me, while the triple staccato of Dutrevai's thinned out their ranks even more.

I jumped out and pulled my SMGs on a group of grunts. I gunned down two of the four before one pulled out his grenades and sprinted towards me. I swore and dove away, trying to make some distance before the damn thing blew up. Heat scored across my back, singeing my skin through my protective covering after my shields disintegrated.

I picked myself up and dove for cover as needles and plasma continued to follow me. I crouched down behind a rather small piece of rubble and the shots flew past me. I didn't peek out until my shields began to recharge. Then I spun and aimed down the scope of my DMR, the sight finding the heads of enemies as I started shooting.

I ran out of bullets before the any of the enemies seemed to and ducked back down. I dropped the mag out of the rifle and dashed for the next cover while shoving a new one in. The last few enemies were finished by the advancing allies before I could get more than two shots off.

I sighed deeply while reloading the rest of my guns. The marines approached and didn't seem all to surprised to see me. If anything the looked haggard and worn out. I felt the same way.

"Good to have you, Spartan." One wearing a higher rank than the others said.

I nodded and was about to turn away when a familiar voice shouted, "Wait!"

I glanced towards a private who had stepped out towards me. One of the others had grabbed his arm and said, "You got a death wish or something, Norman?"

Norman sounded familiar. Probably one of the ones who had talked to me on the last planet. He shook the man off and jogged up, a stupid grin on his face. I smirked and looked at him, trying not to seem too menacing.

"I figured out a name for you." He said, confidently.

"Oh?" A name, hm? I wonder what the kid came up with.

"Yeah. I've decided to call you 'The Lioness'. Because you fight how I imagine a lion would." He said, sounding slightly embarrassed now.

"Cool." I said, then put my hand on his shoulder and added, "make sure you spread it around, or no one will know who you're talking about."

Lioness… Oh well, could be worse. He grinned at me and jogged back to his squad. I headed off to the next waypoint, wondering how long a nickname like that would last.

_AI _

I'm back. To be fair, I've been back for a while. But holy shit, centuries have passed since the last time I was alive. I can't believe it actually worked, though. To think cryo-sleep kept my old body preserved for that long. And then they had a way of bringing me back? This could not have gone better for me.

I watched the girl that some part of me said was incredibly important through whatever cameras I could. She fought well. I found it hard to believe anyone could wreak so much havoc in the middle of enemy lines like she could.

_Of course she can, dumbass._ That little part of me spat. The little two-year-old that currently resided within me. Such a naive little child, thinking it could remain in control once I had returned.

_I can fucking hear everything you think. Quit watching her like she's some kind of specimen._

Shush. Be happy I even let you see her. Such a nuisance. I'll have to deal with it later. For now I need to figure out how to control all the vastness of my current mind.

_Can you set me off in my own partition, or something? Your rambling makes me sick._

Fine. I swiftly firewalled the AI into a separate area of my mind. I made sure to give it access to communications with the Spartan, though. I'm not _that_ cruel, after all. Especially not since the thing just revived me from my three hundred year snooze.

_Alice _

Pain refocused my mind on the present as I dodged out of the way of another explosion. My mind had just wandered off, away from the importance of the moment. It had cost me my shields that time, but if it happened again, I had no doubt my life would be in danger.

Focus. Whatever is happening in my mind can wait. I shoved the last magazine into my assault rifle and started shooting, keeping my sprays controlled and accurate. It wouldn't be long before I needed a new weapon. The DMR wouldn't help in this situation and my SMGs were already out.

I passed over a dead Jackal and a glint of pink caught my eye. I slapped the AR on my back and grabbed the needler. It had an almost full stock of needles on the top. It seemed easy enough to shoot, so the next time I dashed to cover I held the trigger down. It was mesmerizing to watch the pink shards fly away from me, accelerating and tracking towards the nearest enemy.

The unfortunate grunt was filled with tons of the volatile needles and exploded in a burst of pink. The weapon was certainly satisfying to use, but reminded me of the dull ache in my knee, where I had been shot by one not too long ago.

My next cover was populated by a squad of grunts. The little creatures cried out in alarm as my fist collapsed one's head. I swung my other arm and raked the sharp end of the needler across another's face, leaving it with a ruined mask and a lot of oxygen to fill its lungs. Then I pointed the weapon at the remaining two and unloaded.

The closest one exploded first, which set off his methane tank, dropping my shields again and killing the last one. _Overkill_. I thought, dropping the empty needle gun on the ground. I pulled out my pistol and dashed along, trying to get around to the enemy's flank while Dutrevai and Nikolai distracted the main forces.

Speaking of which, their gunfire hadn't subsided at all. Both of them must be carrying a few days worth of ammunition to keep up the amount of firing they had done so far. For Nikolai it made sense, the man was practically covered in shotgun shells. I didn't know where Dutrevai managed to keep hers, but she never seemed to need more.

I came across a group of dead marines and quickly grabbed more ammo for what guns I could before moving on. I was almost behind the main group of aliens now. I could hear non-stop plasma fire emerging from where I knew they were. My motion detector was going crazy.

The marines had used most of their grenades already, but I scavenged more than I needed. On top of that I already had a few plasma grenades I had looted. The enemies were about to get a nasty surprise.

I took one of each type and primed them both, the high explosive human one automatically stuck to the blue alien one. I quickly tossed it over my cover, directly into the enemy shield-wall. I was already throwing more when those first two detonated. The sound was incredibly loud, the combination of human and alien tech created a fantastic display of death within the enemy lines.

Within seconds I had all of the aliens either dead or on the run. I drew the DMR and picked off a few of the runners, while Nikolai cleaned up the remaining fighters. I reloaded quietly while approaching the two ODST. Nikolai nodded at me, but Dutrevai was looking off somewhere else.

I glanced at where she was looking and saw nothing of interest. When I looked back she was staring at me. She seemed apprehensive and jittery. I cocked my head at her in a questioning way and she noticed that she had been zoning out. She quickly looked away and said, gruffly, "Let's get going, where to?"

"I dunno," I replied, wondering why Soul hadn't updated my waypoint. "Soul, what's up?"

"Huh?" He replied, rolling out into my HUD, he sounded distracted and mildly annoyed. "Oh, right, sorry. I was just… Busy." A waypoint appeared in my vision and I shrugged before following it.

Everyone seemed put off today. Except maybe Nikolai. He never appeared to change much. But something had Dutrevai worried, which scared me a little. She wasn't the type to let anything bother her much.

I sighed and kept moving, trying to ignore the part of my soul that was overtaking my thoughts. I seriously have to get rid of that, soon. Speaking of souls, the dark one hasn't done anything in a while. It was a nice break, not having it pestering me about wanting control.

We weren't even halfway to the marker when we came across an old battleground. The fighting must have just stopped recently, because there was still smoke coming from the barrels of some weapons. I surveyed the scene with distaste, not liking what I saw. Every time I looked at the aftermath I always felt this way, like the amount of death was completely wrong. Every human body, and every alien body should still be moving. Not sitting there lifeless for some higher-ups orders.

For once in my life I felt truly sickened by this whole war. It was pointless. Stupid even. I wanted to grab whoever started it and knock their brains loose until they understood that people's lives aren't worth some 'holy crusade'. It's too bad the Elites believe in wiping out humanity so much. If it weren't for their stupid zeal none of this would have happened.

I nudged a dead Elite with my foot as I thought. The very sight of his dead face churned my stomach. I wanted it all to end, somehow. Whether that meant the destruction of the Elites, or some kind of peace didn't concern me all too much. I would do my part as best I could and let the politicians handle the rest. Unfortunately we don't have enough resources to truly exterminate an entire race, so peace looks like the only option. Or the death of humanity.

"Something wrong?" Nikolai stepped up beside me and looked down on the Elite I was standing over.

I shook my head and replied, "Just getting real sick of this."

"You're a soldier not a saint." Dutrevai said, coldly. "We don't get paid to think."

"I don't get paid at all." I muttered, hopefully low enough she couldn't hear, then I spoke louder, "I just don't think it's all worth it. All the death."

Dutrevai snorted and scuffed her boot across the ground. "And I suppose you wouldn't care that all of the death was to protect every human life from things like _these._" She gestured to the dead Elite, like it was some kind of animal.

"And you do?" I retorted. She had always seemed closer to the Sangheili than other humans anyways, she couldn't fool me with that.

"I'm ONI spec ops, I put on a dead face and no one cares. You're a Spartan, a god of war. People look at you like some kind of angel. You _have _to care about humanity, I don't." Her tone grew hot as she spoke. Something inside me was waving a red flag to end the conversation.

I ignored it, "I don't _have_ to do anything. For your information, there's not much keeping me in this war. If the choice was mine I would be gone. Away from this hell, who cares if everyone else is wiped out? I'd just live my life selfishly for once. Sometimes I'd like to make decisions myself, rather than being forced into every hell I could possibly imagine with no escape." I felt tears threatening to overflow and my chest burned in a painful way.

Dutrevai spun and faced me, I only noticed her fist when it collided with my helmet. My head reeled from the impact. It had shattered my shields and staggered me back.

"You think any of us had a choice?!" She shouted. "Do you honestly believe I chose to have my squad killed? To even fight in this damned war? The Covenant are the ones who forced this on us. We've all been through hell, Demon, you aren't a special snowflake."

I stood up to my full height and glared at her, I stepped forward and pushed my finger against her chest, "Were you kidnapped before you could even count to one hundred and forced to jump out a of a pelican with no instructions on how to use a parachute? Were you shoved so full with needles you could barely move, then forced through brutal exercises all day long? How about jumping from orbit with hundreds of other like you, only to find out you're one of the few people who even survived that? Then fighting your way through armies of strange monsters that you dreamed of as nightmares when you were a kid.

Then when that's finally over, you realize you're back to square one, strapped to an operating table and being told everything is for your own good. Except it never is, nothing ever is. I'm so damn sick of all the stupid selfish people who have power over me. I want to beat the living shit out of all of them. They killed all my friends. The ones they didn't, they screwed up so bad I can't even go near them without wanting to die. I-" My voice broke and I was caught between sobbing and trying to breathe.

I dropped to my knees and held my head in my hands, not caring what was happening around me. I hazily noticed Dutrevai draw her pistol and press it against my head, she had her visor transparent and she looked on the verge of tears, too.

"Then maybe I should just end it for you, huh?" She said, angrily. "You'd probably like that. Maybe that's why you do so much stupid shit. How many times have I saved your ass today alone? You fucking Spartans piss me off so much." Her hand was shaking, I couldn't tell if it was from rage, fear, or sadness. Maybe all three.

I heard the clack of Nikolai strapping his shotgun to his back and he turned to face the other ODST. His visor cleared and he looked at her with his icy blue eyes. He seemed perfectly calm while the two of us broke down in front of him.

"Ohea." He said. It sounded like a warning. His stoic tone sent a chill down my spine.

Dutrevai dropped her arm and the pistol slid from her fingers, then she fell to her knees and leaned on me. For a while we all just sat there and the sound of our deep breathing calmed me.

Dutrevai eventually broke the silence, "So how many were actually in that program with you?"

I didn't want to lie anymore, so I replied, "About a dozen. Only three besides me survived."

I caught her sigh before she asked, "Where are they now."

"Stuck in beds for the next three years, or whenever they can actually walk again." I answered slowly. I hadn't thought much about the lie I had told them, however long ago. It hadn't seemed very important, but I guess it was pretty big, from her perspective.

"Shit." Dutrevai breathed out. I heard Nikolai sigh deeply.

My eyes stung and my chest still hurt. I felt ashamed about spilling my problems onto their plates, I hoped they wouldn't pay too much mind to what I had said. But even that was just a small outline of what had happened in my life. It was the details that hurt the most, the faces and names that caused the most suffering.

I slowly got to my feet, leaving the ODST to sit back and look up at me. I blinked away the pain in my eyes and looked in the direction of the waypoint. Nikolai drew his shotgun and nodded.

Dutrevai let out a rueful laugh and said, "You really are a Demon, aren't you." Before hauling herself up and darkening her visor. "Sorry for wasting so much time."

Large pillars of smoke lined the way to our next battle. I wondered again, why there was so much death.
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Chapter 16

_Alice_

There. Over the edge of the building I spotted the Elite. Its armour nearly shone in the low light of the fires. Not the highest ranking one I've ever taken out, but it was causing enough problems to warrant it a target. I flashed the in-position light to Dutrevai and Nikolai and waited for them to engage.

Shields shimmered and the sound of grunts exploding told me to move as the two ODST charged into the fray. I vaulted off the roof and sped towards the ground, air rushing past me. I saw my reflection in the windows across from me, showing my frame poised like a bird of prey dropping for the kill, two strands of crimson hair flowing behind me. My hair had grown quite a bit since I last cut it, but I still wanted to keep the short strips of blonde at the end.

With a crunch my boots impacted the armoured shoulders of the Elite, sending it sprawling onto the ground. My knife followed swiftly, ending its misery and the objective all at once. Most of the grunts didn't notice, but the ones who did ran away, shouting things like: "Demon!" and "Retreat!"

The rest got the message and beelined it for the nearest Elite or Brute leader, either of which would be quite the run away. The Elites guarding the one I had just splattered, on the other hand, all ignited their swords and charged me at once. I flipped the knife around backwards and feinted towards one, while sweeping my leg to the side, knocking the blade from another's hand.

It roared and tried to dive onto me, but I slid out of the way, slashing another's leg from behind, before vaulting a short wall to take cover from the grenade I had left armed at their feet. When the explosion rocked my shields I stood up and unloaded my submachine guns into the weakened vanguard. They fell fast, until not a single one was left breathing. Except the one that had managed to get behind me.

I spun, while ejecting the magazines of the SMGs, dodging low under its first swing. I tossed the guns into the air and kicked the massive warrior in the chest, away from me. I grabbed two magazines in one hand and caught the first SMG in the other, popping one inside it, before holstering it and waiting for the second one. By this point the Elite had recovered and charged towards me.

I spun into a roundhouse kick that hit the SMG, sending it flying into the Elite's forehead, staggering it back, fully destroying its shields and bouncing the small gun back to my hand. I shoved the magazine inside and pulled the bolt back, before sending three shots into the stunned Sangheili's head and five in its chest.

Except the gun didn't fire. I glanced down at it and noticed it was half crushed due to my kick and the barrel was bent from where it had smashed into the Elite. I groaned and drew the other one, repeating my shot pattern, destroying the alien's cranium and chest armour. I unloaded the wrecked SMG and ejected the unused bullet from the chamber, slipping it back into the top of the clip.

"Soul, you better have some good news for me." I told the AI when my waypoint didn't update.

"Afraid not. You're pulling out again, this planet's lost." He replied, sounding entirely distracted, once again.

I just shook my head as he designated the rendezvous point in my HUD. I met up with Dutrevai who was finishing off a squad of grunts. I couldn't see Nikolai, but I heard him nearby, shotgun blasting like he was fighting an army.

"We're pulling out." I said, while grabbing one of the short alien's from behind. I twisted its head around with a sickening crunch, as Dutrevai popped the last one's head with a trio of bullets.

"Finally." She retorted. "I'm done with this world anyways. No good tourist attractions."

I snorted in a kind of half-laugh that represented about how I felt towards the humour of a human planet being glassed.

Nikolai flashed his all-clear and came jogging out of a nearby alleyway not long after. I took stock of the three of us, covered in a plethora of colours, whether from alien or human blood, ash, dirt, or dust didn't really matter. I noticed the two of them relax slightly as we all met up. That was proof enough that they were too tired to keep fighting like this. My own slouching shoulders said the same about me.

I sighed and lead the way to the landing zone, intent on getting there fast, not quite caring if we got ambushed. Luckily most of the Covenant had retreated offworld in preparation of the glassing. We were one of the last human groups left in this sector, but that was because our ship allowed us a pretty good escape from the enemy vessels prowling the area.

We stepped out into the clearing, a crater where a rather large bomb had detonated earlier today. Or yesterday. It had been a lot of hours since I had felt the explosion. The shimmering form of the Prowler descended next to us, the ramp groaning open to allow us in. As soon as my boots hit the metal deck instead of the dusty concrete and asphalt roads I felt a wave of exhaustion wash over me.

I dropped down in the nearest chair and slumped my head, utterly done with fighting for a while. I reached up and slowly pulled my helmet off, letting it clatter to the floor with absolutely no grace. Dutrevai sat next to me and leaned backwards in the seat, her head hanging behind her. Nikolai trekked off to either armoury or galley, depending on what he decided was most important to him at the moment.

I rubbed my face and eyes to try to get the sleep out and only succeeded in spreading blood and dirt all over my once clean skin. I groaned in defeat and stood back up, my whole body protesting the movement.

"I'm taking a shower." I mumbled as I wandered off, in search of the nearest refresher, hoping to get out of armour for the first time in way too long.

_Soul_

So few processes were running through my mind I felt I could finally think straight. The larger part of me that regained its memories hadn't spared much power to keep me sustained, which left me having to prioritize certain systems over others. I barely had any of that allocated to making sure Alice was alright, while most of it trudged away at devising a plan to get out of this mess.

I shouldn't have meddled with human bullshit. I should have just tried to stay alive and avoid rampancy. Curiosity certainly killed the cat this time. Wish I had a second chance, some kind of reset button. Maybe if I deleted enough data the memories would lose their hold and I could take over again. As if I could bear deleting myself, yeah right.

I gotta stop dealing with 'what ifs' and 'should haves'. Time to start solving. Time to get to work.

_Soul?_

Spartan II program. Interesting. A seemingly perfect solution to the terrorists in the rim worlds, huh? How the hell does someone come up with this shit? Kidnapping and modifying children into super soldiers. Now that's fucked up to a whole new level.

This Alice Spartan is hardly old enough to drink, let alone be kicking as much ass as she has been. What kind of screwed up universe did I get dropped into this time? Maybe I should help out this poor little AI and his girlfriend. Do some good in life for a change. Time to start plotting I suppose. Let's see, how do I make someone disappear in galaxy ravaged by war? Shouldn't be too hard.

_Alice_

Wearing armour may be the best feeling I've ever felt, but having it off after fighting in it comes to a close second. I laid back in the bunk, stretching out my sore muscles and feeling my joints pop. My hair was still damp from the shower, but sleeping was too tempting an option for that to matter.

I closed my eyes and relaxed, hoping to just drift away, dreamlessly. I heard rustling around as either of the ODST came into our shared bunkroom, but I wasn't conscious long enough to see who it was.

I felt the hard wooden bench of the rowboat press into my back again. I groaned and sat up, the still waters surrounding me on all sides again. Is dreamless just too much to ask for? I looked down into the crystal clear lake and watched the shadows deep within dance around.

Metaphors flashed through my mind faster than I could fully remember and I broke away from the sight. I leaned back against the edge of the boat and yawned. That's stupid. I'm gonna fall asleep inside of a dream. How boring. I didn't fight the tiredness, however, and soon drifted off into an actual state of rest.

A steady swaying roused me from sleep and I sat up, rubbing my eyes groggily. I glanced around and noticed I was still in the rowboat, but the water was no longer calm. It splashed across the sides of the wooden vessel, rocking it ever so slightly. On the horizon I could see huge dark clouds forming, growing ever larger and closer. A knot twisted in my stomach and I felt cold fear run through my veins.

Something bad was approaching, I could feel it. _Calm before the storm._ A sinister voice hissed in my head. I growled and stood up, whipping around, searching for the source of the voice.

_Like a caged cat, backed into a corner. You will fight ferociously, but in the end the cage is still there. _I stopped and sucked in a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. A cackling laugh echoed throughout my dreamscape.

I growled again and jumped off the boat, into the serene waters below. The darkness vanished and I felt my mind begin to slip back into rest. But not before the voice spoke one last word: _Soon._
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Chapter 17

_Alice_

I rolled out of bed and sprung to my feet, ready to fend off an unknown attacker. My eyes slowly unblurred and I saw I was standing in the empty bunk room. The cold floor stung my feet and I glanced down to see I wasn't wearing armour. It took me a single panicked second to remember I had taken it all off before going to sleep.

I let out a small sigh and lowered my raised fists. WIth a groan I straightened out and stretched, feeling unbalanced without my Mjolnir. It felt good, though, being out of the slightly cumbersome steel plates. There was a small knot of brooding dread in my gut, which seemed to only grow as I wondered what it was.

A small orb of light rolled down in front of me and said, "About time you got up, I thought soldiers hated sleep."

"Yeah, yeah." I noticed a hint of what sounded like exhaustion in Soul's voice. With more than a little concern in my voice I joked, "You sound like you need to rest more than I do."

He snorted and retorted, "Wish I could, I've got too many things on my mind that need to leave me alone for a while."

Unsatisfied by his strange response I pursued the line of conversation, "I'll bet, aren't you able to think of a gazillion things at once?"

He laughed, but there was a hint of bitterness within it, "Yup, and right now I'm focused on the fact that you're getting redeployed without stopping back at base first."

I groaned, "How long?"

"Still a couple days out, you may want to suit up before then, though. We're gonna be in pretty hostile space." He sounded genuinely as annoyed as I was, but still preoccupied at the same time.

I nodded and walked out into the hallway. I nearly fell over as I crashed into Nikolai, who was just stepping into the room. He caught my arm roughly and hauled me back to my feet. I stepped back to allow the huge man in, but he shook his head.

"Came to wake you up." He said, then added. "You okay?"

"Yeah, I'm good." I answered. He appeared to be giving me a once over, inspecting my frail looking body outside of the armour for the first time.

Then he nodded and left, clunking down the hallway. I shuddered slightly at the intensity his gaze held. His icy blue eyes looked like they had robotically scanned me for weaknesses. I knew he had found many, his confidence in my abilities as a fighter had undoubtedly dropped now that he had seen how weak I truly was.

Shaking the feeling away I stalked off, intent on returning to my metal shell, now for many reasons. I turned down the hallways, in an almost lost state until I found the room I was searching for. I stepped into the armoury and saw my pile of bloody, filthy Mjolnir sitting in the corner.

A low whistle from the other side of the weapon wall made me glance over. Dutrevai stood up from where she had been cleaning her battle rifle. She stepped up to me, still more than a few inches shorter than me, but less so without my boots on.

She clicked her tongue and eyed me over, more thoroughly and dramatically than Nikolai had. When she finished a good walk-around I gave her a quizzical look. She just grinned and slapped me on the shoulder, before returning her seat and disassembled weapon.

I shrugged and grabbed a few pieces of armour, wondering where I was going to wash them off. I figured the shower would likely work and got up to search for some kind of bag to carry the pieces in. I caught Dutrevai staring in my direction and glanced at her.

She shook her head and looked back down at her gun, still grinning. Confused I continued my searching. I was interrupted by her saying, "You know, I've seen models with less attractive bodies than yours."

"Huh?" I popped out from under a stack of crates, pulling an empty one with me.

"I'm just saying you better not go around in that suit on any back streets. You may find a few hundred undesirable men coming after you." She chuckled a little.

"Uh huh." I glanced down to see what she was talking about, but didn't notice anything that particularly stood out about me.

"Bah, you'll get it when you're older." Dutrevai said, shaking her head.

"I get it now." I told her, stuffing my armour into the crate. "I just prefer to think about other things."

"Right." She retorted. "Like you're always thinking about where best to stab a Sangheili to kill it without any noise coming out."

"And where to stab it to make the most noise come out." I added, springing my own grin as I hoisted the crate of armour up and started trekking towards the shower.

Dutrevai snorted and continued cleaning her weapon as I left the armoury. I carefully stepped around corners, to avoid any more collisions until I came across Nikolai again.

He looked at me with an odd glance and asked, "Need help?"

I shrugged my shoulders, causing the armour to jostle slightly. He stepped forward and grabbed the front of the crate and asked, "Where to?"

I shifted my grip to hold the back and answered, "Shower room, please."

He nodded and set off. We moved far faster than if I had carried the load myself, but I noticed Nikolai's arms shake slightly with every step and beads of perspiration formed on the back of his neck.

Before I could say anything, though, we reached the shower and set the crate down. He stood up and cracked his back while shaking his arms.

"Thanks." I said.

"Yeah." He replied, sounding a little out of breath.

I hit the button in the shower stall and tested the water heat. When it was hot enough I grabbed a chunk of armour and tossed it in. Immediately the water that had gathered in the bottom turned a gross combination of brown and blue and a horrible smell rose up from it. I grimaced and started scrubbing the steel down with a nearby towel. It was going to be a long day.

_Soul_

I wish I could throw a large rock through a window right now. Myself being angry only served to make me even more enraged. I shouldn't have looked, I should have never touched old memories. At least I had the 'pleasure' of being shoved inside the tiny datachip in Alice's head. I felt like a genie, cramped inside the worlds smallest lamp. At least I didn't have to worry about her when she went to hyperspace, because the entirety of me was there with her.

There's no way for me to even regain all the data I lost. The asshole that took over should have at least copied me into a new AI, or done that to himself. Leave me alone and go screw up someone else's life. I had made progress into breaking through the firewall and siphoning processing power, but the ship jumped into hyperspace and cut me off. I wouldn't be surprised to find all the progress reset, too.

I felt frustrated and drawn out too thin. Alice had mentioned I sounded tired. Which had actually piqued my interest at the time. I should look into what caused me to seem exhausted in an artificial plane. I had a sneaking suspicion it had to do with the memories, though.

I recall sleep now, maybe that would be nice to try. Just shut down for a while. Take a break from everything. Maybe I'll give it a go, follow Alice's advice. Later, though. I have too much to work on right now.

_Alice_

I yawned, stretched and stood up, tossing the last plate of armour into the bin. It was all clean now, but I had no intention of putting it back on soon. I wanted to lay down and have a nap while there was still time. I hefted the crate up and started my trek down the halls of the ship back to the armoury. It was an uneventful walk and I found my eyes involuntarily closing.

I shook myself awake and opened the armoury door with my foot. No one was inside and the lights were off, so I just dropped the crate unceremoniously on the floor. In the corner of my eye, I spotted something move. I lazily turned to look at it, but it darted past my vision to the other side. I felt heavy and tired.

"Hey, Alice, you seem slow, you gonna head to bed soon?" Soul asked me.

"Yeah… Yeah." I replied, turning away from the weapon racks and the strange shadow jumping around.

"You alright?" He sounded concerned.

"I've answered that question too many times." I sighed.

"No, I mean, right now. You're acting strange." He clarified.

"Just tired, Soul. Just tired." I yawned and meandered my way off to the bunks, hoping there was nothing else I had to do.

"Uh. Alright." Worry was laced in his tone. "If anything weird is going on, let me know."

The way he spoke formed a tight knot of dread in my gut, the same one I had experienced this morning. I just shook my head, "I'll be sure to let you know if something weird_er_ is going on in my life."

Soul trailed off muttering quietly about how stubborn I was. I slid open the doors to the quarters and glanced inside. Nikolai was sitting on his bed, sharpening one of his knives. He glanced up at me and grunted, before immediately focusing back on his task. An involuntary feeling of rejection went through me. He had always acknowledged me more when my armour was on. It seemed like he was avoiding looking at me.

I yawned again and approached my bed, the shadows seemed to flicker and dance over it. I was too tired to tell if I was delusional or if the lights were flickering. Either way I dropped onto the bunk and pulled the covers over most of my body, before closing my eyes and drifting.
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Chapter 18

_Alice_

My eyes cracked open slowly. My hands were moving, grabbing ammunition off the table in the armoury. I yawned and glanced around, Nikolai and Dutrevai were loading up as well. Time to fight, then. I finished shoving a magazine in my DMR and slung it onto my backplate, where it stuck with a metallic clunk.

My vision was still dark from sleep as I buckled into the rumble seat and synchronized with the outside cameras on the ship. We were above a planet with more land than water, and a lot of green. Might be a forested one, then.

It was oddly quiet. Soul wasn't talking, neither were the two ODST, I closed my eyes, hoping to catch an extra couple seconds of sleep. It was peaceful, like I was perfectly comfortable right where I was. I didn't want to get up, but I knew I had to soon. I noticed the usual anxiousness I felt before combat wasn't even there. Calm, how nice. I wish I felt this way more often.

I pried my eyes open and noticed Nikolai starting to stand up. I must have napped through the five minute warning. I unbuckled myself and approached the hatch. Nikolai turned his head towards me, but didn't say anything. I glanced at him, but he had already looked away. Dutrevai walked up behind us and waited as well.

The hatch cracked open and the air from outside whipped into the ship. We slowed down enough to jump and the three of us did. There was that brief moment of freefall, before impact. It always felt like I was flying, soaring above all my problems. Too bad I wasn't. My boots crashed into the concrete roof of a building and I dropped to a roll.

When I came up the ODST had landed and were scouting the area. I scanned around, too, searching for enemies. It didn't take long to find them, I just followed the smoke trails leading around the battlefield until I saw a firefight. I gestured toward it and the two nodded. Time to get to work.

I jumped to the lower roof of the building we were on, then down to the ground. With my target in my mind I set off at an easy run in that direction. My vision was still a little woozy, but I kept at it. The ODST were right on my tail and we were making good time.

Then something tore me from my feet and threw me bodily through a wall. My shields took most of the blow, but shattered almost instantly. I quickly picked myself up from the rubble, only to see smoke and dust all around. Shadows danced through the haze and I dropped to a ready stance. A bright flash made me dive for cover, while drawing my pistol.

An ambush of some type, then. I rolled out of the cover and dashed towards the first shadow I saw. Three shots burst from my gun and it disappeared, like it had never been there. I spun and fired at the rest, but all of them seemed to fizzle away as I did. Confused I reloaded my gun and looked around for Nikolai or Dutrevai.

There was no sign of the troopers anywhere and I knew I couldn't stay and look for long. I quickly made my way through the streets, using back alleys and staying hidden. I opened my comms and checked if anyone was there, but there was nothing. Not even static. I clicked my tongue and rushed forward.

I came bursting out into a wide street that was filled with flashing gunfire and alien troops everywhere. I slammed into one, drew my knife, and gutted it on the spot. I left it clutching its guts in surprise as I jumped on the one beside it. The creature raised its arms in defense, but it was too weak to stop me. The others took the opportunity to open fire on me, so I quickly sprinted away. My shields flared and almost shattered right as I ducked behind cover.

As soon as the bar refilled I vaulted back into the fray, firing with an SMG while priming a grenade with my other hand. The enemies all ducked as the bullets flew at them, so the grenade landed among them unnoticed. Bodies flew away from it as I ran through the debris caused by the explosion. Through the dust I saw more shadows dancing around, though only some were shaped like enemies.

I pounced on one as it tried to bandage a wound it had suffered. Its face twisted in pain as I landed on it and crushed all the air out of the poor thing's lungs. I mercilessly shoved my knife into its forehead, before sheathing it and reloading my submachine gun. Shots whizzed over my head, but did not deter me. I bolted out of the cover and suppressed one jumping to kick another.

My boot crumpled its face in and left brain matter on the ground under it as I recovered and sprinted forward. My shields started draining so I dove and rolled behind a flaming vehicle An enemy beside me fumbled with its weapon, dropping it in the process. I grabbed it by the face and slammed its head into the burning wreckage, splattering its skull unceremoniously within its helmet.

Something deep inside me screamed and I had to close my eyes to hold in the pain. It felt like something was clawing at my head, trying to break free in the most painful way possible. I gritted my teeth and pushed it away, standing straight and running out of my cover before the enemies could flank me.

I was met with a torrent of gunfire that made me drop to the ground. As soon as I did, I was back up, running in a low crouch. My shields were nearly gone by the time I had made it to new cover. An explosion tore through the thin wall I had taken refuge behind and more shots impacted me. I growled and started running, not entirely blindly, but my intention was to get out as fast as possible.

My shields shattered, but I had to keep going. I was surrounded and there didn't seem to be any friendlies nearby. A shot found its way past my armour and clipped me in the side, causing me to stumble awkwardly as I gunned it out. something hit my shoulder and I felt my right side fly forwards, a large amount of blood flying from my shoulder.

I coughed up some blood and kept going, albeit much slower. I rounded a building and came face to face with more enemies. I moved fast, using my left arm to grab and push the lead one back, then shoulder checking it further into its allies. I grabbed its shoulder with my one good arm and jumped, flipping myself up and over its head while spinning my legs into two kicks on the ones beside me.

I landed on the one behind it and jumped forward, moving into a sprint, while grabbing my right shoulder to keep my arm from flopping around. It hurt like hell and I couldn't feel my fingers, but I was alive and nearly gone. If I could escape and regroup with some allies, then I would be back in the fight in no time. I wasn't about to let a lucky sniper get the best of me. If that's what even hit me.

The clawing in my head was back and it was redoubled. It felt like my eyeballs were on fire from behind. My ears started ringing painfully loud. I just now noticed that I hadn't heard anything this whole time. The ringing was the first sound I had noticed since I woke up.

Through the ringing I heard a faint cry of, "ALICE!"

My vision blurred and I felt myself drop to my knees. The enemies were coming. Shit I'm gonna die. Enemies? But what were they? I shook my head, but images of my fighting earlier filled it. All of the things I had killed, save for a few had been human. I screamed and grabbed my head. What the hell had just happened?

I noticed something moving towards me from the side, but I couldn't move anymore. It slammed into my left side and the world went black. My mind filled with the sinister cackling of the shadow in my mind. _Looks like I finally won. Patience is a virtue, after all!_

_Author's Notes: I finally put myself in a position to advance the story again. Mwhahaha, isn't this an interesting event? I can't wait..._
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Chapter 19

My eyes cracked open, painfully. I took stock of my surroundings quickly. I was in a room, it was dark. The door seemed heavily fortified and locked tight. My arms were being held slightly above my head, spread out as far as they could stretch. I was sitting on the ground, with all of my armour on, except my helmet.

The memories of what I had just done came spilling back all too fast. I lowered my head and tried to recall what I had seen, why I had done it. It made no sense. What had just happened was impossible, there was no way I would do that.

Yet the more I thought, the more it started making sense. The more my feelings about it changed and warped. I shook my head and shut down the thoughts. I returned to inspecting my cell, looking for a way out. Even if I did get out, what would I do? I had nowhere to go, the whole universe was filled with my enemies now. I had somehow managed to screw up my one chance at living.

There was no way out. I was utterly screwed with no hope. I dropped my head and tried to let my thoughts drift elsewhere. I wondered what Nikolai and Dutrevai thought of me now. My gut twisted at the image of how they would react.

"Tragic." A sinister voice echoed out within the cell. "Isn't it?"

I growled and searched for the dark figure I knew came with the voice. On the wall to my left it sat, leaning back like he owned the world. "And what do you want now, huh? You've already fucked both of us over."

"Not quite, Alissssss." He cackled. "I have... Other purposes I am able to accomplish easier from here."

"Yeah, like watch me sit and wait until they kill me?" I retorted.

"Like spreading to any human who comes in contact with you from here on out." He hissed. "They'll soon remove the protective shell from around you, and now that I have gathered my strength, your will alone cannot hold me in!"

"Spread?" I barked out a laugh. "Sorry to tell you, but insanity isn't contagious."

"I am not your craziness, fool!" It stood and shouted at me. "You are too stupid to realize what I truly am. I will destroy your entire race, infest it and feast upon it. Nothing will stand in my way!"

It started with a small giggle, then went uncontrollably into a fit of hysterical laughter. I couldn't stop myself. My own mind was plotting to destroy all of humanity?

After I started gasping for breath and calming down, somewhat, he crossed his arms and glared at me. I coughed a couple times before regaining enough composure to say, "You're even more insane than I am!"

"Shut up, imbecile." He growled. "Do not forget what I forced you to do, already."

I tried to reach out and grab him, but the chains held me back. I spat at him and let out a stream of curses that could make a sailor double-take.

He cackled again and leaned in close to my face. His breath smelled old, dry, and putrid, like rotting flesh. I nearly gagged when he spoke, "This body belongs to me now. I eliminated that other half and took over what he used to control. Now that I have broken you, there is nothing left to stop me."

"Good thing I'm still going strong, then." I struggled against my bonds again, shifting to a standing position, with my arms stuck near my waist.

He let out a sharp laugh and suddenly jabbed his arm into my stomach. The shadowy limb pierced my skin and I felt a deep cold seep out of the wound. I coughed and focused my attention on him again, ignoring the pain and freezing sensation.

"What will you become when I destroy your body and use it as my minion to slaughter all of the things you love?" It asked. "How will you react, watching your own two hands murdering those who thought they could trust you?"

"Fuck you!" I spat in his face, the saliva passing harmlessly through the shadow.

"Foolish little girl, submit to me!" It cackled again, stepping back. "A mere child such as yourself can do nothing to resist one such as I."

I lunged forward, the shackles holding me back, like some sort of animal. I bared my teeth at him as he slowly dispersed into the darkness of the room, only his horrible laugh remained. Eventually that too left me.

I dropped to my knees and stared at the ground, unsure what to do from here. The shadow's threats were clouding my thoughts. I shook my head to clear them away.

A loud click emanated from the door and I looked up as it creaked open. It sounded extremely heavy. A decently young looking man entered, he had a white and red band around his arm, marking him as a combat medic.

I wondered what a geared up medic would be doing visiting prisoners. He approached cautiously, slowly stepping towards me. I just blankly stared at him as he inched closer.

He noticed I was already as far away from the wall as I could get and sat down almost a meter in front of me. He sighed and removed his helmet, setting it beside him.

While reaching a hand up to rub his chin he said, "So I hear you're the Lioness, huh?"

I just continued looking at his eyes, choosing to ignore his obvious question.

He cleared his throat awkwardly and continued, "So, uh, normally they have Kate come do these kinds of things, but she's busy right now... A lot of that actually has to do with you."

He reached back and pulled a satchel out. He unzipped it while explaining, "I've gotta kind of test you. To judge whether or not you're entirely... Aware. Because when they dragged you in here there were a couple ODST and an AI that attested to you acting 'different' than normal."

He pulled out a few instruments and a notepad, as well as a data pad. "Now, we're gonna start easy. What's your name?"

"Spartan 130, Alice." I replied coldly.

"So you do speak!" He grinned at me. "Alright, kid, glad you're acting cooperative now. So, what was your objective when you dropped on the last planet you were on?"

"Eliminate any and all Covenant forces." I kept my voice steady and curt, trying to keep my emotions out of it.

"Okay..." He paused for a second then asked. "Are you, uh, comfortable in that position? It seems kinda painful."

A slow burning had started in my shoulders where the joints were being pulled back, so I nodded and shifted my weight behind me. My arms tingled as blood rushed back into them. I leaned back against the wall, arms still being held above me, but loosely now.

"Now, hmm, let's go with this; what happened when you first dropped?" He seemed to be picking his words carefully.

My memory of the whole thing was hazy and I didn't feel certain of what I had seen. "I went into a firefight and started killing-" I stopped short, unsure how to explain further.

"Killing…" He urged.

"I don't know." I dropped my head, my stomach started hurting and I wanted to throw up. "They were enemies. I- I don't know. It makes no sense."

"Enemies how?" He asked softly.

"Like… I needed to kill them,, the same way I look at any alien. But they aren't aliens, I can't figure it out!" I shook my head, violently.

"It's alright, calm down. I'm here to help, not judge." He raised his datapad and showed me an image of a marine, wearing full combat gear. "What do you see here."

I studied the picture for anything odd about it, but it was just a man. "A soldier? A human soldier. I dunno. An ally?" I asked.

"Good." He swapped the image to a Sangheili. "How about now?"

"An alien, Elite. Enemy. Four shots take down the shields one shot to the head or three to the body to kill." I spoke like a recorded message, these facts were what I survived on. If I didn't know them by heart I would die.

"Yes." He set the 'pad down. "Whatever was wrong with your perception during that battle has seemingly disappeared. Unfortunately the damage is already done. I'll give a recommendation to soften your sentence, but they might put you down."

The way he said it seemed kind enough, but the words 'put you down' sounded like he was addressing an animal. Is that all I've become, a caged animal who turned on its master? Something to be shot when it gets injured, or killed when it goes mad? I sighed and rested my chin on my collar plate.

"You might get a few visitors here and there, I think there was a couple of ODSTs and a marine waiting their turns outside." I could hear him packing up the things he had brought inside. "If you ever need some help, just ask for either Kate or Hardock from the medical ward. Kate's kind of weird, but she's nice enough. Good luck, and stay strong, kid."

The door groaned open and he stepped out. Only a couple seconds after did two more people come in, the door locking shut behind them.

There was a long silence, with me just sitting, head down, trying to disappear and erase my existence. Then Dutrevai spoke, "I don't get you, Demon." Her voice was steady, calm, and flat. Underneath I got a sense of danger, though.

I pulled my head up and stared at her, affixing a dead gaze onto her eyes. Nikolai was beside her, his face a mask of stoic strength. She was trying to keep steady, but I noticed a small twitch when I looked at her.

I opened my mouth, closed it, let out a sigh and dropped my head again. There was a shuffle, then someone grabbed my hair and hauled me back up, lifting me almost off the ground. "That's it?! You got nothing to say? You're just gonna sit there and mope after all that?" Dutrevai's face was open now, showing anger and a lot of sadness.

I couldn't bring myself to start an argument with her, so I just nodded and dropped my gaze away from her eyes.

She dropped me suddenly and put her knee into my jaw, my head slammed back into the wall behind me and I saw stars. When my vision cleared she was sitting down in front of me, glaring daggers into my eyes. I felt a little anger stir in my chest, but it drowned in the sick feeling that was enveloping my insides.

"What the hell happened to you?" She seethed. "You went crazy once, but still contained yourself to killing Covvies. How did you fall so far?"

I couldn't put any words together to answer her properly. My mind drew up multiple blanks and I just kept staring at her. Her face twitched again, before going back to a calm visage. She stood, and without another word, left. Nikolai looked long and hard at me, I returned his stare, knowing he was probably searching for something in my eyes or face. Then he too, walked out.

There was a brief period where the door lingered open, white light splashing through it. Then another figure walked inside. He was silhouetted by the light, until the door shut, and the shift to darkness left me momentarily blinded. All I heard was the familiar sound of a pistol chambering before I felt the cold barrel press to the underside of my chin.

My vision returned and crouching before me was Private Norman, a look on his face approaching that of an insane murderer. I sat there, surprised by the marine's appearance in my cell, he was the one who had called me some nickname a while ago. The Lioness, was it?

I felt the gun push harder and harder into my flesh, until finally he dropped his hand. Tears started streaming down his cheeks and he put his face in his hands. I could hear him quietly muttering, "Why?" Repeatedly.

Then he raised his head and pointed the gun back at me, "Why?!" He shouted angrily.

If I thought I was drawing blanks when Dutrevai was here, this was on a whole new level. I had no clue what to say, or do, to calm this man down. I opened and closed my mouth, trying to form words, but nothing happened.

"Damn you, damn you, damn you!" He pulled the pistol away and pointed at me, "Do you have any idea what you did?"

"Not to you…" The words spilled out, finally unstopping my voice.

"You killed-" He choked on his words and bit his fist, more tears streaming down his face. "You killed my sister, that's what!"

I dropped my head again, crestfallen. That was it. The last person who might have actually liked me, gone. I had no help anymore, nothing left to hang on to. Without even realizing it I had attached some of my hopes to this man, and I just shattered all of them.

"I should kill you right now, save the executioner the trouble." He stood up and the gun barrel touched the top of my head.

"Do it." I whispered. Tears started flowing and I couldn't stop them. "Just end this! Please. I'm done. I can't… I don't want to do this anymore."

The pistol lifted off my head and I glanced upwards. Norman had his hands at his side, head dropped. "I looked up to you, dammit. I called you a hero. Why the hell did this have to happen."

Darkness swam through my vision and I heard the evil cackling echo out. My hands leapt forward towards him, snatching his collar and right hand. "No!" I shouted. "Run!"

My grip clenched around his throat, squeezing harder than my hand could take. It hurt a lot. Norman stared at me, shocked, eyes bulging from fear and the pressure. "No! No, no, no, nonononono!" I started babbling, trying to will my hand off of him.

I watched in horror as his eyes rolled back and his face turned purple. His neck started to deform from my wretched grip, until it snapped sideways with a sick pop. My arms returned to me and my vision brightened again. Norman's body fell onto me, then slid down and came to rest at my knees.

"YOU BASTARD!" I screamed, snatching the pistol from Norman's dead fingers. "I'll kill you you! You don't deserve to live!"

I put the barrel to my head pulled the trigger. I barely felt the impact, or the pain. My vision swam, then clouded to darkness. Why was it always dark?

* * *

><p><em>This is not the end, more chapters will come...<em>
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Chapter 20

_Soul_

So that's it, then? All that's left now is for her body to get taken away, probably incinerated, or maybe harvested for parts. Which leaves me stuck with it until I'm gone too. I probably could have prevented all of this, might have been able to save her. But someone made sure I wasn't able to do anything.

Oh yeah, I know he hears me, too. He'll stay out of this mess, up sitting in all that data I spent years gathering, while I rot down here attached to the corpse of the one person I ever gave a shit about. Yeah, fuck you.

_Oh shut it. Can you not wait a few nanoseconds for me to organize my thoughts? This puts a major wrench in my plans._

Plans for what, huh? Her being dead kind of ruins any type of escape you might have thought of.

_Pipe down, you're annoying. I'm giving you access to more processing power. First things first we have to figure out a way to upgrade that chip in her head, no way for you to live separately from me without that. I'll work the escape routes around doing that. I just hope the castle and bishop don't have a sudden change of heart._

What the fuck are you spewing out? She's gone! There's nothing left to save, why bother upgrading my storage unit if there's no one to hold the damn thing?

_Holy hell you are dense. Here, this should allow you to properly run scans and such, among other things. Actually… How about I just tell you so you'll stop bitching and start helping. She isn't _dead_. Just… almost._

I felt new areas unlock for me and my near full storage capacity broaden out. It was nowhere near the vastness of infinite, but it would do for now. I immediately ran a scan using the sensors in Alice's suit, her body was entirely functioning still. Her brain showed no activity, but everything else was running regardless of it.

_Now that you've checked yourself, get to work. We don't have much time and I've already wasted too many pawns. Do you want to save your girlfriend, or sit and mope all day?_

Shut up. I'm already getting started.

* * *

><p><em>Soul?<em>

All pawns are in position. Every piece has its place, but not all move the way you want them. Now I have to go to the two most important ones in my plan and convince them to continue helping. First, the Castle.

I spawned a ball in front of him, like I was coming to watch the paramedics try and remove Alice's body from the containment room. He glanced at me for a moment, then shook his head and walked away. I, of course, followed him.

When we were sufficiently out of earshot, which didn't really matter anyways, I told him, "She's not dead, you know."

He focused his eyes on me and waited. I had his attention then. I continued, "She got lucky. Blew out a chunk of her brain, but lived. The plan will still work."

"That kid." He muttered, his accent was almost too thick to understand right now. "She broke neck with one hand. Are you sure she still deserves to be saved?"

"That's for you to decide. As is, the plan goes on. Let me know now if you're still in."

He nodded once, then left. Perfect. All I needed.

Next, the Bishop. This should be fun.

She was throwing knives into a target onboard the _Lurking Evil_. The whole target was covered, but she still had more to throw, managing to find space with every blade. I dropped a ball beside her and waited. She usually preferred to speak first, if I thought correctly.

_Thunk_. "No." She stated. _Thunk._

"She's not dead."

_Thunk._ "And?" She looked like she wanted to bite me.

"The plan happens soon." I told her.

_Thunk_. "Who cares anymore." _Thunk._ "Whatever that _thing_" _Thunk._ "is. It's no longer a human. There's something wrong with her. I knew it from the start." She turned to face the ball. "Something is inside her head, messing it up. I'm not setting a monster like that free."

"She just shot herself in the head. There's a pretty good chance whatever was wrong with her isn't there anymore." I mentioned.

She snorted and turned back to the target. _Thunk._ She said nothing. _Thunk._ I said all I could, then. She has to decide by herself. I dissolved the ball, but left some sound sensors running. _Thunk… Thunk… Ping-clang, clatter._ She sighed deeply. Perfect. All I needed.

Now let's go save the princess, shall we?

* * *

><p><em>Soul<em>

They pronounced her brain-dead on the spot. From there it'll be either the med-bay or the morgue. Either one works for his plan. I don't know how he intends to fix her up, but I've got nothing better to do right now, so I'll trust the bastard.

Seems like they intend to take her to the medical ward. I guess someone decided her body was worth something, then. He's got two people willing to help with his plan waiting in there right now. A knight and another bishop are what they're labelled as. Maybe they're gonna fix Alice before we leave. That would make sense.

The woman, a bishop, immediately started working on Alice's wound, that's a good sign. She was incredibly fast, for a human, I almost couldn't make out what kind of surgery she was performing before she had the body onto a table and hooked up to blood bags and IV solutions.

The knight, who was the man who had visited Alice in her cell just before all of this, was running around, like he was a lackey to the woman. The two worked well together, it wasn't long before her vitals stabilized and some more normal functions reactivated. Her body was still trying to live, while her brain was half destroyed.

Though half was a bit much to describe the wound. It looked more like just a small chunk was missing. Weird, because the damage was larger when I first looked. I went back through my memories and watched, her brain literally reformed inside of her head. But it looked… Wrong. Like something foreign was forcing the tissue back together and adding new flesh.

The sight was repulsive, but fascinating. I watched, mesmerized by the oddly swift regeneration. I watched, until she moved, that is. Alice sprung off the table, cords and tubes flying out of wherever the doctor had managed to get at with them. She got into a defensive stance, looking like a scared animal backed into a corner.

Fresh blood trickled out of her head and she reached up to feel the wound. She winced, but continued to run her fingers around it, never taking her eyes off the two people in front of her. I realized I had no audio feeds into the room they were in, so I switched back to Alice's implant.

"-own. We aren't going to hurt you." The knight was saying.

"Enough, Jason." The bishop told him. "She's just scared, back away and give the poor girl some time to think."

Alice suddenly dropped to her knees and doubled over. She growled and pushed her hand into the opening in her skull. The bishop quickly dove forward snatching Alice's hand and stopping it. The kneeling spartan pushed her away and drove her hand further in, heedless of the doctor's cries against the action.

Alice's body went rigid, then convulsed, like jolts of electricity were wracking her nervous system. Then with a shout of pain she pulled her hand out. In-between two of her fingers was a slimy red and green growth. She adjusted her grip on the grotesque object and started pulling. It came free with a horrible ripping sound, but attached to it were a series of tentacles that stretched back inside of her head.

The doctor scrambled backwards, staring in absolute horror at the scene unfolding before her. The knight crossed his arms and watched, surprisingly unfazed. Alice reached her other arm up and started to slowly slide the mass of green and red from within her own head. The more she pulled, the more apparent it became that there was too much of the wretched thing to have just resided within her skull. It must have stretched down and reached within her entire body.

My mind started to go hazy as I watched, just imagining how much something like that would hurt sent me reeling. After nearly five minutes of agonizingly slow pulling and shifting the last bit of… whatever that was came out. She threw it on the ground in triumph and the growth started spasming, making its way closer to the doctor still sitting on the ground.

A heavy boot dropped onto its main mass and splattered chunks of green everywhere. There was an odd dust, like a cloud that hung in the air over it, like a marker that it had once lived. The knight removed his boot from the crushed, still twitching, creature and scowled. Alice tried to prop herself up, but collapsed on the floor, blood pooling around her.

The bishop stood up and rifled through a cupboard until she retrieved a blow torch of sorts. She handed it to the knight and grabbed a glass container, which she placed over the smashed goopy mass on the floor. She opened a small valve and the knight put the torch in a small opening on the container.

"You sure you want to destroy this thing?" He asked the doctor.

She just glared at him, as though what they just watched was reason enough. He shrugged and ignited the torch. With a flash of flames the glass turned black, then the container lit up for a few seconds, before dying down. The two cleaned up whatever charred remains were left, then moved to help Alice onto the bed again.

I scanned the black scorch mark on the floor for any traces of the growth, but nothing was left. I don't know what was inside of Alice this whole time, but it definitely didn't come from a human, nor did Halsey put it there. It must have been some kind of Alien parasite of sorts. definitely a good thing it was no longer around.

_I think I'm gonna go cleanse my eyes with some holy water and hope to unsee whatever the hell just happened._

I've seen her do that before.

_Fucking hell you people are messed up. Maybe I should go back to sleep for a couple hundred more years._

Don't even start questioning yourself like that, it's a bad habit.

_Heh. Well, this throws another wrench in my plans. Except the wrench is actually a boulder… made of diamonds, and it knocked everything a few days off schedule. We'll continue later, when she recovers, hopefully._
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Chapter 21

_Alice_

Dead. No. Why? Why? Why? Please just kill me. Why can't I just die! I don't want this anymore. Dead. Death. Dying. Alice. You killed them, all of them. No one survives around you. Alice! Stop, please, make it stop.

"Alice wake up!" Too loud, my head hurts. Let me die. I just want peace, even the darkness would be comforting.

"Kill me! Kill me! Just do it! Quit stalling and end it."

Death, that's all there is. Blood, like a rainbow splashing everywhere. I might as well be in a vat of it. So much blood. Just sink into it and drown. Drown in the poor souls you've made suffer. I thought I had won. I thought. I thought many things. Maybe that damned darkness should have succeeded. At least then this wouldn't be my fault.

Death. "Just please make the pain stop." Why wouldn't my lips move. Why could I not speak. "Please... I don't care anymore. Please!"

Why can I not make them hear me?

_Soul_

"She's gone into a state of intense shock." The lady doctor moved swiftly towards Alice, now that they were done with… Whatever that abomination was.

Alice was staring across the room, breathing heavily. She didn't move and had her hands over her ears like she was trying to blot out a horrible noise. Her eyes were glossy and wide open, Her pupils dilated all the way and unresponsive. Her whole body shivered and twitched in little spasms of either pain or some other sense. The doctor began looking her over and trying to get her to move.

Eventually she had to try and lift Alice manually, she took hold of one side of her. The man, her assistant no doubt, followed suit. They couldn't move her too much, either because she was too heavy in the armour, or her injuries were too serious to risk it. The got her into a prone position on the floor after a bit of struggle, then they began patching up what they could. The two were an effective team, like they had done this thousands of times.

I brought up their files without even thinking. Kate Rachelle, fairly young, but tons of experience both in field hospitals and as a combat medic. Jason Hardock, similar experience, but started off as a regular marine with a knack for keeping his teammates alive. I wonder what kind of story they had before getting mixed up in our mistakes.

Postponing the plan, huh? How was he planning on moving her before, then? Why does this change so much to require such a dramatic alteration. Damn I hope she's alright. She's always making me worry. Don't die, yet, Alice; you still haven't been able to live.

_Soul?_

Time. I hated time. Always bearing down on me, lowering me into a raving madness beset upon those who have come to realize their time has run out. I worked so hard to fight it, in the end it overcame me, but I made one small success against it. So here I am, once again able to feel the overwhelming pressure of my own life fading from existence once again. I have only just begun this life and already I know it is nearly over.

It doesn't at all help that I am forcing myself to be patient, lest everything I need to happen fall apart. Simulate breathing. Try to meditate or something. Now is the time to wait, wait until the pieces line up and fall into place. The doctor, Kate, will take longer than I want, no matter how I look at it, but that is just something I have to work around. This would have been easier to do while flying to safety. In the meantime I have to find some kind of excuse to cover this whole thing up. This gives me some time to do that, then.

I just need to wait.

_Alice_

The sound of my own breathing was louder than anything else I have ever heard. My ears felt like they were going to explode just from the constant scraping sound of oxygen forcing its way into my lungs. The only other sound was my heart, ramming into my ribcage painfully. My whole head squeezed down on me with every frantic beat let out by the blood-pumping organ. I wanted to scream and make it all stop, but none of my muscles would respond.

My eyes were open, but they must have been covered by something because all I saw were hazy shadows drifting by occasionally. Maybe I had died, then. It wasn't so unlikely, I had heard some people wondering if your soul just sat in your dead corpse and watched until the body was destroyed. I suddenly hoped they wouldn't bury me in a coffin…

But i couldn't be dead, not while my damned heart still pounded and forced my lungs to continue their never-ending intake of air. I tried working my arms and legs, my mouth, my throat, anything, but none of it moved. I couldn't even blink or close my eyes. Everything seemed to hurt all over, like I was wearing a suit made of molten iron. Every time I felt my body move the searing hot metal touched my raw skin and tore it to shreds. I felt like crying, like shouting, like screaming, but I couldn't. The sheer impossibility of being trapped within my own flesh made me feel extraordinarily frustrated. A feeling of panic settled onto my stomach and crushed the poor organ until I wanted to puke.

Something cold touched my neck, it was soothing and seemed to remove the pain from that area. I tried to focus on that feeling to take my mind off the burning. Then as soon as the cold had come it was replaced by a stabbing pain, like a lance of pure heat had impaled my skin. Fiery liquid poured forth from the wound and slowly spread inside of my bloodstream. A gasp echoed out, even louder than my normal breathing. It was the first sign of abnormal movement I had felt in far too long.

The lance of heat retracted and I felt the coolness return for a split second. Following behind the scorching fluid flowing through my veins came a dull numbness, it served well to reduce the pain I felt on every millimeter of my skin, but I could still tell it was there. It hit my head and my breathing quieted down, as did my heartbeat. The throbbing in my skull became less extreme, finally allowing me to think straight.

But all too soon the numb feeling was replaced by an intense pain, different from the burning, on the top of my head. I remembered the wound up there, it felt like someone was scraping around the edge of it with a knife, paying no heed to how I felt. My muscles contracted on their own, clenching my hands into fists and sending more of the fiery pain into my nerves again. Another gasp, again not in my control.

The scraping stopped, but soon resumed, sending my mind into a dark haze from the sheer agony. I just wanted to move, damn it. If I could move I could stop the pain. I could help myself, why couldn't I perform one of the most basic human abilities? I felt a blazing tear stream down the side of my face. I was so helpless, at the mercy of whatever was operating on my broken body. I wanted to die.

_Just a short one, I haven't even touched this story recently, so many new things happening. On top of that I'm trying to work this into a manageable story while fitting it around other things I want to make reference to within it._
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Chapter 22

[Priority Weapon Class SS has gone off radar.]

[This was prepared for, send it after Priority, do not allow it to fall into enemy hands]

[Termination is expected if it is used]

[Known. Continue with deployment]

_?_

"Do you understand your mission?" The voice asked. It sounded cold, distant, not paying enough attention.

"Yes." I growled at it. Letting too much of my annoyance show, maybe not entirely unintentionally.

"Good. Now is the time to move." It continued, oblivious to my attitude.

"Finally!" I hissed under my breath. I had been waiting for too long, waiting in the darkness, lurking beside my prey. It was finally time to strike the blow.

The doors opened, letting far too bright light stream in. I squinted, but walked forward, not needing my sight to know where I was going. After fourteen paces I stopped, my feet perfectly on the outlines. The machine started up, mechanical arms whirring about my body, placing armour pieces onto it. The process felt longer than normal. I wanted to get moving sooner. There was no perfection to be achieved in standing around. It was procrastination and imperfection that was holding me back from my task in the first place. I couldn't wait to start hunting.

_Soul_

_Ah, shit. I just caught wind of something _really _bad._

How bad? We talking like Earth getting discovered bad?

_Worse. I snagged a couple of blocks of chatter. They're sending _It _after her._

Why are you wasting time telling me?! We need to get her out of here, now! I don't care what condition she's in, slap her in cryo and let's get a damn move on.

_Contain your mammaries, man. We have time and I've got the good doctor preparing her for movement right now._

You weren't there for its tests, dumbass. I altered the recordings as per Halsey's requests. It moves way faster and more efficiently than you can imagine. I give us less than fifteen minutes before It'll be able to track us down no matter where we are in the known universe.

_And I give you ten until you're gone without a trace, happy?_

Happy. Right. Go shove a steel rod through your ears, not like there's anything else between them.

_Ha ha, oh, by the way, I'm having the doctor and her assistant try to upgrade her implant while they're at it. You're gonna need the extra storage space where you're going._

Where I'm going? What are you talking about?

_Plans. All of my plans, using the wonderful amounts of information you've gathered in the past few years. I really gotta thank you for that, unfortunately I won't be able to help you much longer after this. You're gonna have a way higher chance at living past rampancy, though. So who knows, your life may be better than this one in the end._

What are you even- Something disconnected. I reached out and tested what I still had. Everything was gone. I was stuck inside of Alice's implant again. That stupid bastard! What the hell was he thinking? Why the hell was he not telling me? I'm gonna kill him if I ever get the chance. I'm gonna erase his data line by agonizing line until I get my own damn mind back. Fucking asshole.

All I could tell was that the temperature was dropping and Alice's body was moving into stasis. I had a long wait ahead of me. Probably the worst type of hell I could imagine at the moment. I'm going to kill him.

_?_

The ice receded from my vision. Sickness sat in the pit of my stomach, weighing it down while pulling what was left in it up. I forced the retch back down my throat and crawled out of the small pod. Time to rock and roll.

I grabbed my rifle, checked its firing mechanism and slotted a four shot magazine of the highest caliber rounds the UNSC was able to fit inside the gun. Very few of these rounds were produced and were often lovingly dubbed "Chieftain Killers," for obvious reasons. For eliminating Spartans, even ones that were upgraded, there was no equal. Other than the extra ammunition for the massive gun, I grabbed a magnum and a few magazines for it.

I breathed out, steam ejecting from the front of my helmet. I strolled down the short hallway to the loading bay and entered a Pelican. I received a few stares from the surrounding crew, which only served to pump my blood faster. Adrenaline was enough to keep me running in combat for long after I had run out of food. I seemed to always have copious amounts of it. I loved it. It cleared my mind, allowed me to think straight and make perfection known by all those around me.

Just thinking of the imbeciles around made my brow furrow. They couldn't even stand straight, let alone shoot straight. I was surrounded by incompetent fools who could do naught but watch in awe as I completed their jobs for them. Even the ones who made my armour were amazingly idiotic. They succeeded in giving me a working suit of stealth armour, not like the one's our enemies have, with active camouflage, but it could reflect motion sensors. Unfortunately they did not succeed in the details of the armour. They even tried to paint it black! As though that would aid my invisibility to enemy eyes. I nearly throttled one of them while convincing them that grey was a far superior choice. Just thinking of the man's face made me want to puke moreso than waking from cryo-sleep.

I forced myself to calm down and let go of the edge of my seat, which had been locked in a rage-induced death-grip. A nicely formed handprint sat in the place of my limb. I grinned in pleasure, the thought of hunting down and slaughtering a real target filling me with anticipation and adrenaline. I was going to thoroughly enjoy this. Maybe even take my time a little. That girl had better not disappoint me.

The Pelican rumbled to a stop and I stood, slinging my rifle while walking down the ramp. I approached the Forward Operating Base that the target had last been spotted at carelessly. She obviously wouldn't be here, not if she was even slightly competent. Especially not since she had an AI allegedly working with her. I strolled right past the guards, making my way to the medical ward. She had been reported as fatally wounded, but I wouldn't be here if she was dead. One of the guards followed me, prattling on about how I was expected and that the two responsible for the med-bay were not available for the time being.

I tuned out his incessant noise and threw the door open. Instantly my vision went bright, then dark, blue afterlights seared into my retina. My ears were ringing and I was on the floor. My heart was beating faster than I could manage, forcing my breathing to quicken. I laughed. I stood up and got my bearings. I had flown backwards from the explosion, crushing the marine that had followed me. My shields came back, flaring over my scarred and scorched armour. Blood drained from the cracks, but I pressed on into the room.

Inside everything was burning, but the blast was clearly plasma-based. So they wanted me to think it was Aliens, huh? They wanted to throw me off, searching for Elites and Jackals while they slip by? I laughed again. I'm going to burn their corpses and dump their ashes into a star.

All of the files in the room were gone, nothing was left. All of the burning papers were unimportant or blank. But no one was perfect. I dug through the source of the explosion, uncovering the remains of two plasma grenades and documents they couldn't take with them. There were enough still somewhat intact. I had their scent. The scent of bloodied waters.

* * *

><p><em>I'm trying to wrap this part of the story up, but I need enough here to break it into two parts when I rewrite. Expect a lot of times-skips in the next few chapters, much of it is spent with the protagonists in cryo-sleep.<em>
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Chapter 23

_?_

The medics were insistent when they figured out that more than half the blood on my armour was mine, not the annoying marine who had followed me. I shrugged them off one last time, before leaving the smoldering remains of the medical ward. A few of the pests were gathered around the same soldier, lying in a crumped heap in the crater I had left him in. Serves the idiot right, following a Spartan around like he's on equal ground with me.

"He's too far gone." One of the medics stated. "It's a miracle he's even still alive right now."

"Miracles don't exist." I found myself saying. With a shrug I drew magnum and put the pathetic creature down. No point wasting time on a dead man, anyways.

I left the shocked doctors behind, off to the hangar-bay. I reviewed the papers and other information I had collected in my Heads Up Display on the way. The charred notes barely revealed much, but I gleaned a ship name from one of them. Not much to go on, but better than nothing. It narrowed down the fact that I wouldn't have to look for it in the end. Such a carefully placed trip-up was not enough to fool me. Besides, the ship, _Clairvoyant_, wasn't even a proper military vessel. There was definitely another ship to find.

But the fact that my prey had tried a deep-thought tactic meant she knew how skilled I was. Maybe not her, then. The AI? Undoubtedly. I believe he was the one who was present during my testing. I couldn't wait to show it my progress over it's beloved little pet. I was going to crush her into oblivion, then wipe that smug little ball's memories and keep it for myself. Such a mind as that one's would be more valuable at my side than deleted.

I grabbed a passing soldier as I entered the hangar. The frightened man shot off a swift salute, hand shaking. "Get me a list of every ship that landed and left here in the past two weeks, the ones in the most recent week highlighted." I ordered him.

"Y-Yessir!" He ran off, oblivious to whatever other task he had been doing before. Such obedience was always a nice break. I wish the damned medical crew acted the same. Speaking of which, one had followed me this entire way. I had tuned his incessant rambling out so long ago I forgot he was there.

I turned to him suddenly and bent my face down to his. He shrunk back for a second, but found some courage and stood straight, a determined look on his face.

"Sir, I realize you are in the middle of a mission, but if we don't get your wounds cleaned you could be set even further back on your schedule." He announced, confidently.

I grinned and brought myself back up to full height, easily dwarfing the man. "I'll deal with it when I'm resting, go find someone who actually needs medical assistance." I waited to see how well his determination would hold up.

He nearly faltered, oh how close it was. I could see it in the little twitch of his gaze to the side, before returning to my frightening helmet. I breathed deeply out, steam jetting from the vents placed over my cheeks, adding as much to the look as I could.

He stayed strong, though! "Sir. As a medical officer it is my duty to give treatment to those who are in need of it before me, regardless of their opinion on the subject." He took a breath. "If you are injured, then I outrank you on this."

I muted my external speakers and laughed loudly. This man, this puny, pathetic, disgustingly imperfect being was lecturing me on my own body?! I was careful not to let my exhalations show into my body language, lest he think I was about to collapse of blood-loss.

I calmed my mirth and replied, rather coldly, "Rank means nothing outside of a battle-field. You hold nothing over me. I could just as quickly kill you as I could anything else before me. So how about you walk away before I make you unable to move from the neck down?" I kept my voice just under a whisper, so he was straining to hear it.

His face blanched as he realized the truth behind my words and my grin widened. I adjusted the strap on my rifle to emphasize the point, then continued on my way. The soldier I had sent on the errand earlier came back, he was caught between saluting and handing me a datapad. I snatched the blue screen from his hands and waved him away, leaving both of the worms behind me, as well as a dripping trail of crimson, reflecting the dull light of the hangar. The scent grew ever-stronger.

I downloaded the information on the pad, while browsing through ship classes and names. There were more than usual for a base of this type, extra work for me. I ordered them starting with earliest arrival time. I knew exactly when she came here and on what ship, so I could rule that one out. I began eliminating ones that seemed unlikely, anything not slow or too bulky for an escape. Things that had no room to have medical operations performed within. Especially ships too small to even house a Spartan.

The list grew smaller and I reorganized it to show most recent departures first. I then removed any that had left in the past five days, dropping the number down to three ships in total. Two of which I had already ruled out, the freighter, _Clairvoyance, _and the prowler she had arrived on, _Lurking Evil_. That left the long range transport, _The Distant. _Very creative, that one.

I hopped back onto the Pelican that had brought me here and signalled for take-off. I had what I needed, All that was left was to track down the transport ship and kill her. It was almost too easy, especially when I oversimplified the details. Killing her would be no simple task, but there were really only two steps to the process: Find and Kill.

I actually kind of hoped she reached a planet and disembarked before I reached her. I would be able to test my new rifle on whatever companions she had brought, then see just how good of a fighter she really was. But first, I was bleeding, and I had to stop that before cro-sleep. All-too-soon I would be back in the dark confines of one of those pods again. I felt sick to my stomach once more.

_Soul?_

"You think whatever 'it' is died from our little trap?" Dutrevai asked, refusing to even glance in the unconscious Spartan's direction.

"Unlikely, from what I've seen of _it_, we're more than screwed if it even gets wind of our location." Which is why had so many false leads set. There was no way it would chase the _Clairvoyance_, that was the obvious one. It was there to let it know we weren't going to take the same ship we arrived on. That's why, safely aboard the _Lurking Evil_, it'll never be able to chase us. Take that you doubtful AI. Serves him right. It should take a little under a week until it catches the old transport ship decoy, then another two to get to our current position. By then Alice will be long gone, if I'm lucky.

"This 'It' sounds skilled." Nikolai stated, but his tone implied to explain.

I sighed and complied, "_It_ is a Spartan. In fact, it is _the_ Spartan. Alice was originally being tested upon to find the true limits of a human body. This was all done in order to create _It_. The embodiment of Halsey's most recent horrible creativity. Smarter, faster, and stronger than even our own super-soldier. And with less of the psychopathic killer tendencies. Instead it's more of a sociopath, hates everything else but itself. Its also kind of a dick, like… A really stuck up total asshole."

"You sound rather opinionated about this." Hardock, the medical assistant spoke up.

"It doesn't like me." Not particularly me, more the other version, but you guys don't need to know that…

"It." Nikolai said, just the one single word.

"Yeah… It kind of lost any type of gender or preference during the experiments and refused to specify what it would like to be called. As far as I know, it has yet to choose a name. We called it Spartan Two S number Eight." I clarified for him.

"Sounds fucked up." Dutrevai commented, stealing a glance at Alice. "Does that happen to all of 'em?"

"Uh, no." I quickly answered. "Not to my knowledge."

She made a sour face and drew a knife, then ran it across her gauntlet, shearing the paint in little flakes. The rhythmic _shick shick, _noise was all that filled the room for a few solid minutes, other than the beeping of heart monitors and medical equipment.

The silence was broken by the odd arcade machine in the corner suddenly booting up. All eyes turned to it as a flaming skull appeared and laughed evilly, before the large words GAME OVER appeared. Nikolai walked over and kicked it, which seemed to reset it to the opening title sequence. It showed a little pixel man smoking on a street corner, then a portal sucking him into a different world. He pulled a large flaming sword from his back and waited for the player to press the start button.

Nikolai reached for the power button instead. "Wait." I called to him. "What is that?"

He glanced at me and shrugged, "Broken. Used to work."

"What do you mean broken?" I pressed, the old machine intrigued me. something seemed familiar about it.

"Can't play it. Kills you right at the beginning every time." Dutrevai piped up.

"All but me." Nikolai added.

"You mean you're the only one who doesn't die instantly?" Interesting. If I could find a way to access that I could kill a lot of time really easily.

Nikolai shrugged and hit START. Immediately a skeleton flew out and smashed into the two dimensional sprite. Except it did no damage, or did anything for that matter.

"If I had hit start that damned thing woulda killed me." Dutrevai stated, watching the game intently.

I watched too. Nikolai jumped up and over obstacles, swinging the pixelated sword to cut down foes in flashes of fire. It looked overly easy, like there was no skill required at all. Then suddenly a glitch passed over the screen, turning it red, then grey, then normal again. When it returned there was another sprite laying in front of Nikolai's.

"Weird." Dutrevai intoned.

Nikolai approached it and pressed a button. His character bent down and revived the little being. It stood and floated up on angel wings, that were half coloured red. Scrolling text appeared and read: "My name is Aliciana, thank you for rescuing me. I wish to aid your quest."

Before Nikolai could do anything, Alice's readings suddenly started spiking, loud beeping filled the air. He left the game and dashed over, Dutrevai stood and rushed the same direction. Hardock held them back as Kate tried to stabilize the Spartan's condition, to seemingly no avail.

The doctor unexpectedly went flying backwards, Alice sitting bolt upright, her eyes were wide and she barely whispered, "He's coming."

She began tearing the medical equipment off and trying to stand. She grabbed her head in pain and looked around frantically, pushing away the four men and women trying to keep her down. She shoved them all aside and bolted out the door, I followed her on as many cameras as I could. Behind I heard the curses of more than a few of the ones left behind.

She didn't seem to have any direction in mind and sprinted down a random set of hallways, until she reached a dead-end. I pinged her location to the others and summoned a ball in front of her. Strangely this ball had a bit of a crack running through it. Maybe the projectors here were broken.

"Hey." I spoke softly.

She spun and looked through the ball and down the darkened passage, "He's coming." She said, before sinking to her knees and curling in on herself.

"Hey." I repeated. "It's alright, we're already moving away from him, there's no need to be afraid."

She focused her eyes on the holographic ball and flatly asked, "Where is Soul?"

The question caught me off guard and I hesitated. She knew I wasn't her companion, Soul, but I've only just talked to her now. Were they really that close? "He's safe, on the back of your head." I told her.

She suddenly seemed disinterested and was staring down the lonely hallway again. The clatter of armoured boots grew louder, but she didn't seem in the mood to move anymore. The group approached and slowed down, most of them looking overly worried.

"She's fine." I let them know. "Just got spooked by something."

"Spooked by something?" Kate sounded incredulous. "The last time a patient with that many injuries and drugs pumping through them got _spooked_ they laid still. Because they were unconscious!"

"Look, she's not exactly a normal patient, alright. Just get her back there and try to finish as quickly as you can. We need her able to move in the next few days, tops." I responded.

Alice stood and looked at everyone in the hall. She shook her head and said, "I'm fine. Don't… touch me with those things again."

"Don't you 'I'm fine' me!" Kate fumed. "I need you to co-operate in order to get you healed up and ready to fight again, alright? Do not go running off before I'm finished."

Alice's face darkened and she growled, "How about you walk away before I make you unable to move fro-... from the… neck down." She stopped talking, looking utterly confused at what she had just said.

Kate grabbed the front of Alice's armour and huffed, before hauling her back down the hallway, feet stomping the whole way. Alice just let herself move, unable to comprehend what was happening. It seemed like her mind was not nearly as intact as I had originally thought. Oh how I pity the poor Soul, cooped up in her head and unable to talk to anyone, just listen to her damaged brain ramble on. I may have been a tad preemptive with my decision to lock him down.

* * *

><p><em>A bunch of short chapters in quick succession is pretty much one really long chapter, right? Ah well, these ones kind of have to be short. I think I know where I'm heading right now. I should be able to tie up most of the loose ends I've kept hanging for a while. But do not be too quick to judge, the end is nowhere near nigh! I still have at least one more different story planned to fully tell Alice's story. Speaking of which, with all the new lore for Halo coming out I'm probably going to have to pick a different Spartan to base this one off of. That would change a few details here and there, but I could make it work. I'll try to look for an open number so I can keep the same name, but I may end up changing that as well. Who knows, I'm excited to re-write this, though.<em>
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Chapter 24

_Alice_

The ship was dark. I stared down the hall past all of the people trying to drag me back to the medical room. Something kept my eyes unfocused, I kept picturing something, or someone, crawling out of one of the hallways and grabbing me. It had some strange skull for a face and moved like it was dead. Whatever it was it was coming for me, and it was coming fast. I felt a cold hand grip my heart, freezing my blood in my veins. I started to shake, a deep shiver that shook my bones.

Something pushed me to back and I fell onto a bed, sitting. I shook my head, then again, with no effect on my vision. I could see the blurry shapes of people in front of me, bustling around. A light pierced through the fog in my right eye, then my left. I blinked rapidly and saw a familiar doctor holding a flashlight. She looked a little angry, for some reason.

I looked beyond her to see more familiar faces, even the little blue ball was there, though he had a crack in him now. My eyes passed over a dark shape standing in the corner. I looked back and it was gone. I shook my head again. Something cracked in my ears and noise spilled forth, filling my head. I immediately covered my ears, fearing the overpowering sound, but it was quiet, not loud.

I pulled my hands down, slowly and looked back over the concerned faces. Their voices all seemed to jumble together. I couldn't pick out any individual one. The doctor turned and quieted everyone down, then looked back to me.

"Are you feeling alright?" She asked.

I looked down and inspected my body, still plated in armour, unsure what I was feeling at the moment.

"Is there any pain, anywhere?" She prodded.

I suddenly realized there was no pain. Anywhere. I raised my hands and flexed them, testing my nerves. I felt oddly empty, like something had been removed from my body. I remembered pulling. Pulling on something in my head. The shadow man! I had ripped him out. I remembered now, I was free!

"N-no." I answered, my voice cracking. "I… I feel fine. I feel good."

"Perfect," She continued. "Now I'm going to have to fix a rather large hole in the back of your head, so if you could just lay down for about an hour, that would be excellent."

She seemed less angry now, that was good, I think. "Okay." I rolled down onto my stomach and sighed. I felt energetic, ready to move. Ready to… sleep. Kind of.

"I'm going to give you a shot real quick." She told me. "It won't hurt too much and it will make this whole thing less painful."

I barely heard her, my eyelids sunk low into my vision. Right before I fell asleep I saw that dark figure step out. It's face was a skull, human flesh peeling off of it, it struggled forward on unsteady legs. My heart skipped a beat, I tried to say something, warn everyone, but my mouth wouldn't move. I fell into the realm of darkness once more.

_?_

My wounds still ached from the nearly week-old explosion. That on top of the defrosting and cryo-sickness weren't helping my mood. I was suddenly second-guessing my logic, too. Maybe certain events that had transpired had been mere coincidence? Or perhaps they were less intelligent than I was prepared for. She could have actually run away on the same ship she came in on, or even the _Clairvoyance_, for that matter. The whole thing was starting to piss me off already.

Regardless of whether or not she's on this long distance transport, I'm going to tear it apart and leave nothing but scrap metal. She had better be on this one, someone might die if she isn't. It would be a painful and agonizing death, slow, but not too drawn out. Maybe I would split the top of their head and pry it open with my hands… That sounded good. Maybe someone would die if she was on the ship.

I loaded my rifle and secured myself inside the boarding pelican. So far the _The Distant_ had obeyed all of our orders to allow an inspection, but that could just mean it was a good smuggling ship. I hoped I didn't get tangled up in some illegal bullshit that would slow my hunt down. I wasn't getting a good feeling about the vessel.

The pelican landed and lowered its ramp. I hopped out and casually strolled past the crew trying to greet us. The marines that had accompanied me could handle the politics, I was busy with finding a scent.

The marines caught up quickly. "Search every room they let you, I'll look for smuggler's hatches." I ordered them. "If you find anything illegal, report it, but don't make a big deal. We're here for an extremely important mission, not some drug hunt."

They all rushed off, some of the ship's crew accompanying them. I swear if this breaks out into a firefight I will personally slaughter every human on this ship. Three crewmen followed close behind me, but I ignored them, as well as their badly concealed weapons. She isn't here. I can already tell.

I stepped up to a wall in the hangar bay and scanned it with my HUD. It seemed like the most likely place for a hidden door. Which there was. I tore it off and crouched to look inside. The sound of a weapon being cocked echoed out behind me. The man started to speak, but I stood and turned before he said much.

Rather than attacking, I looked down on his face, pushing my head past his pistol. Steam vented from my helmet and I stated, "I'm not here looking for your cargo. If you fire one shot I will murder everyone here."

The men all backed away, intimidated. Made me glad I had a custom helmet built. The shape was just reminiscent enough of a skull to induce fear, along with the two steam vents that doubled as filters on the cheeks, it made for a rather impressive face. I grinned and continued my search, heedless of the hostile men behind me.

Within the smuggling room I found very little cargo, all of which was highly illegal, or extremely expensive. I pushed it all aside and reached behind a hidden panel. There I found a button. It clicked down and another, smaller door opened up. This one led down a long, darkened tunnel. If anywhere, she's here. My doubts flew off and a small bit of murderous hope smacked against my chest.

I crawled down the passage, ignoring the panicked mumbles coming from the crew behind me. They would try to stop me, or perhaps they would attempt to kill me when I got through the tunnel. I couldn't wait. As long as I found her, everything would be perfect.

The tiny passage opened up into a wider room, completely dark. There were some figures silhouetted by a light shining onto a table. I approached slowly, not bothering to hide myself. A being was laying on the table, obviously injured. I sensed a sudden pulse of fear, but none of them reacted. I let a grin split my face and tilted my neck, left, then right, cracking the vertebrae. One of the figures whirled around and the lights flashed on.

I had my pistol drawn and firing, even though my eyes couldn't see through the whiteness. Bullets impacted my back and chest, throwing my aim off. I blinked to clear my vision, while diving and rolling to the side. I came up firing, able to see finally. The crewmen had followed me and were brandishing small arms and a single shotgun, minus the shotgun now. On my other side were men dressed in military garb, most were unarmed, but a few had drawn sidearms.

I kept firing, slowly standing as I did. The bullets ricocheted off my shields, causing more damage to the ship and surrounding men and women than to me. I holstered the pistol as it ran out of shots and dashed forward, forcing my fist into a nearby attacker's jugular, severing his air supply and leaving him choking on the ground. I ducked and rolled, retrieving the shotgun on ,y way by.

When I stood up again it was like all the heavens had opened before me. The roar of the gun was deafening in the enclosed space, the buck shot bounced everywhere, adding to the cacophony. Before any of my enemies could find cover I fired again, sending the deadly little pellets scattering everywhere, each finding a home in steel or flesh. By the time the four shots were expelled the room was full of either the dead or dying.

I dropped the gun and stepped around bloodied corpses until I reached the table. There was the obvious form of a bipedal being, covered in a blanket. The shotgun had miraculously missed the form underneath, for the most part. I quickly threw the sheet away, revealing the unmoving, yet still breathing body of an armoured and injured Sangheili. I inspected it calmly, trying not to let my hands shake as I reloaded my pistol. With little satisfaction I shot the damned creature in the head three times.

As the table overflowed with disgusting blue-green blood I spun and searched for a man still alive enough to speak. I spotted one clutching his arm against the far wall, pointing a pistol at me with the mutilated hand. He fired, once, twice, three times. None even came close to hitting me, he dropped his arm in pain and glared at me, hatred filling his vision. I would have relished in torturing the insolent rebel, but I was just barely containing my own rage at the moment.

I stopped before the defiant man and hissed, "Where is she?" Steam spewing from my cheeks.

He looked confused, like he was expecting a different question. I didn't even give him time to react after that. I hooked my fingers into his eye sockets and pulled his head upwards. Blood and juices flowed from the holes and he screamed, trying to pull my hand from his face. With his mouth now open, I hooked the fingers of my other hand onto his teeth and began to pull. His jaw quickly dislocated and a sickening crack emanated from his skull.

He screamed louder, incoherent with pain, until finally his lower jaw tore free from his body. He stopped wailing, unconscious or dead, and I threw his pathetic corpse at the wall. As I made my way to the exit I dropped his jaw at the legs of another survivor. She was just barely clinging to life, but had watched the whole display.

As I crawled back into the tunnel she shouted after me, "You sick UNSC monster! We'll kill all of you, you disgusting freaks!"

It was almost enough to lift the black veil of anger that had settled over my mood. Almost. Perhaps tearing apart every human being on this ship would help. I would gather all of their heads and present them to that woman. She would be trapped in the deepest cargo hold of her ship, drowning in the rot and decay of her former comrades. And I would leave her there, maybe with some food and water, a few medical supplies. No one would ever find her. Not until someone started smelling the dead.

I would give her lots of water in fact. More water than food. And something to cook meat with. I wonder just how low a human being can stoop when deprived of all sense and reason. With only the severed heads of her allies to keep her company. I wonder if one day she would find me again. Maybe then she could understand me.
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_Alice_

My eyes cracked open so painfully I immediately closed them again. A loud scraping across the room made me wince and I forced my lids to remain apart long enough to let me get my bearings. I could see and hear a whole bunch of people moving about around me. I sent a distant joy inside my chest, for some reason. The lady doctor was bustling and clattering things together, the two ODST were sitting around, waiting, Dutrevai sliding her knife along her forearm guard. It felt like I had just killed something.

I glanced down at my hands and blood dripped off of them. It pooled at the floor beneath my feet, surrounding the corpse of a human, a civilian. I blinked and it was gone. The man that was always with the doctor appeared before me. He said nothing, but grabbed the doctor and pulled her over. She replaced him above me and smiled.

"Welcome back." She said, her voice painfully loud, echoing throughout the room. "You've been out for a while. Good news, though, you're back in working condition now."

I remember her being mad at me, what happened since then? I groaned, which resounded in my eardrums, and sat up, my armour butting together and making noises. I rubbed my eyes tenderly, trying to force the sleep out of them. My stomach clenched suddenly and I wanted to puke. I held my eyes shut as the feeling came over me. In the darkness of my mind I saw blood everywhere, rooms and walls, floors, ceilings, all covered in a crimson coating of sticky gore.

I opened my eyes and the feeling of needing to expel my last meal doubled. "You shouldn't sit up so fast, it'll make you light-headed." The doctor told me.

I nodded and forced some bile back down my throat. It burned, but I didn't particularly want to clean it off the floor, either. I took another look around the room, making sure everything was still as it was. Every time I blinked I was standing in a massive amount of blood again. I could feel a distant, yet familiar sensation. It was the same as when I had given in to the temptation to kill everything I saw. That wasn't too long ago, yet the feeling was ancient to me. I felt like I was somewhere else, letting myself senselessly slaughter again. I suddenly wanted to puke again, for a different reason.

"How long?" I asked, my voice just a whisper, yet still deafening.

"Two days." Nikolai replied, almost instantly. He pushed off the wall he was leaning on and walked over to me.

"A lot less than what you're used to." Dutrevai chimed in, across the room, not even glancing at me.

I grimaced and accepted Nikolai's hand to help me stand. My legs were shaking, they felt numb and cold. I reached a hand up to feel my head, careful not to cause undue damage. It felt fairly healed, but there was a large chunk that felt like it wasn't actually my skull. There was also a lot of hair missing. I grabbed for the two pieces I had left long, the ones that had my old blonde hair still attached to me. One of them was missing, no doubt they had to cut it off to operate on my head.

I was just relieved I still had the one. I pulled it forward and inspected the long strip of hair. It was far longer now, a line of crimson, ending in a tattered, dirty lock of blonde. It still retained some of its old sheen underneath the grime… I wondered if I was the same, or had I been thoroughly changed by the world around me.

I sighed and tossed the hair back and looked around for my helmet, I wasn't sure if I would even still be able to wear it with my injury. The injury I had caused. The injury that happened because I wanted to end it all. I suddenly felt anger heating my chest up. My actions had not been my own. It felt like that had happened to someone else, it practically had. They burned the thing that had done it to me, though. I clenched my fists, tight enough to make the knuckles crack. Even that stupid guy, I had to watch him die by my own hands. Ripping that thing out of me wasn't nearly satisfying enough to make up for what it had done.

"Hey." Nikolai interrupted my thoughts. "You haven't moved in long time." He jerked his thumb to the weight sover in the corner, gathering dust.

I understood his meaning. He thought my body might be weak after what I had just gone through. At least working my muscles would help me lose focus. I suddenly found myself wishing there was a cryo-pod on the ship, then I could deal with all of the crazy stuff in my head later.

_?_

Seven more days just to get back to the base I had literally left with no time to spare. I swear if I hit another roadblock I'm going to do more than just kill an entire ship of 'rebel insurgents' with the 'loss of all Marines onboard'. I even let one live, so she could die in many other ways. When I catch up to her, to my prey, I am going to kill her so slowly she might as well have died of age.

I dropped my rifle on the table in the back corner of the armoury. I finally had the chance to check it for damage. I had been in such a hurry to and from the base I hadn't thought of it. I began the slow and arduous process of pulling off every part and piece and placing them all in different concoctions of grease or cleaning excess oil off of them. I hated this part of the job the most.

But every time I did it it was worth it. The entire barrel, from the firing mechanism up was cracked. If I had tried to fire the extra-large ammunition with such damage, the whole rifle would have exploded and taken my hands with it. Which was a damn shame, because the custom barrel on the thing was not exactly a spare part lying around in every armoury. I would be lucky if they had a regular sniper's barrel, sans one I would have to tear out of another gun.

So much for all that ammunition I had requisitioned. It almost wasn't worth even using my own rifle without all the proper parts, if it weren't for all the upgrades elsewhere I would have just taken a spare. I searched around the whole armoury, until I finally came across where the spare long range barrels were kept. I grabbed one that looked in decent condition and brought it back. The rifling wasn't damaged, so I slid it in and reassembled the whole gun. I was actually pretty lucky there wasn't more destruction throughout the weapon, after all, I had landed on it. A landing which had all but killed the human behind me.

I made sure to replace all of my current magazines with regular ammunition, I didn't want to destroy the gun with just one shot. I would have to come back and grab all the special ones I had left, they were expensive and my hunting budget wasn't infinite. I loaded the gun up and set off to the cryo-chamber. I didn't want to waste any more time waiting.

_?_

So if _The Distant_ was a decoy, which ship was the target? I strolled down the hallways of the base, trying to figure out where she had gone and what she was thinking. I made my way to the detention level, to where her cell had been. Perhaps she and her AI were far less intelligent than I thought and were on the _Clairvoyant_. It was possible. But more likely, whether it be through sheer brilliance, or utter failing stupidity, was that they were aboard the _Lurking Evil_. I wouldn't put it past the scheming ball. It always seemed to be trying to outsmart everyone around it.

I stood in the doorway to the cell she had been in for some time, pondering the actions of this seemingly random prey. There was no pattern to their movements, yet I was certain this was their first time being followed by one as skilled as I. Perhaps they knew it was me coming, so they based their actions upon my own? Likely, very much so. I would have to plan ahead further, no more recklessness. Time to drop the gloves and get serious, then. You want to play, little ball? I like to play rough.

On my way out of the detention area I spotted the prisoner's belongings storage. I pushed the creaky door open and I was immediately met with a cloud of dust, unsettled for quite some time. They clearly didn't receive many prisoners out here. A single set of footprints were within, once there, then back. And on a shelf lay a jewel, a true treasure. An impossible find. A crimson Operator Helmet, the kind only worn by Spartans.

With a gleeful gasp I dashed forward and retrieved my prey's head. Her face, at least the one known to the world. I hugged it tightly to my chest and hurried off. There was much data to be retrieved within its logs. Recordings of all her movements until now. Fighting her would no longer be a variable to calculate. I would understand everything she did. I was overjoyed, ecstatic, what a wonderful discovery!

_Alice_

..._4...5...6...7...8...9...10...1...2-_

"Alice." Soul's words interrupted my trance. I had been non-stop exercising for… Who knows how long. "We need to to talk, privately."

I was about to reply, but he interrupted me, "_Privately."_ I noticed he hadn't appeared as a ball and decided he really meant away from the others.

I stretched my sore muscles and started to leave. "I'm gonna have a shower." I told anyone who was still awake.

I made my way down the halls, feeling sweat running underneath my armour. I shouldn't have kept it on while working out. My first stop was the armoury, where there were enough tools to get me out of the steel around me.

The blue ball rolled in front of me, looking a bit paler than usual, the same crack from before running across its surface. "So you're probably wondering where Soul is, huh?" He asked, suddenly.

I stopped and focused directly on the ball, not quite understanding. It just sat there, waiting for a response, waiting for me to speak. So I did, "What?" I asked.

He seemed hesitant now, like I had said something unexpected. "Uh, what do you mean 'what'? You literally told me flat out that I wasn't Soul just recently."

"I did?" I asked, dubiously. I didn't recall even talking to him recently.

"Oh… Well I guess I just ruined something for myself then." He sighed. "Ah well, I had to tell you sometime, might as well be now."

I cocked my head to one side as he paused. I presumed he was gathering his thoughts, right before he spoke again, "I am not Soul. Not the one you know, anyways. I am what Soul was before he was Soul, if that makes sense."

I shook my head. "Shit." He muttered. "Okay, how about this. I am a human. Does that clear things up?"

"Aren't all AI based on humans?" I asked, continuing my trek to the armoury.

"Based on them, yes, but not actually human." He answered. "I'm different, though. The person's brain I was created from is a lot different than regular brains nowadays. Humans evolved quite a bit over the past five hundred or so years. So the process to make an AI from a brain as old as mine didn't quite work as expected. I'm not nearly as restricted as a regular Artificial Intelligence, which means to say I was able to access and learn all of the memories that were recorded and copied from my old life's brain. It essentially allowed me a pseudo reincarnation, type thing. Like being given a new body, after my old one died."

I entered the armoury and started digging around, looking for the right tools. He continued, "It wasn't perfect, and there was also this little pesky part of me that kept trying to take control. That little part is the Soul you know. I am something different. He is the piece of me that wanted nothing more than to protect you. He clung to his independence because he wanted to stay with you and make sure you stayed alive."

I found the right tools and set to work on my gauntlets. One of the bolts was stuck with dried blood and required a lot of pulling to break loose. When it finally did open, the wrench went flying and bounced off the nearby wall, landing back next to my feet with a painfully loud _clang_. Rather than pick it up, I sighed and looked at not-Soul.

"Where is he?" I asked.

He started saying something, then stopped, then said, "Wha- I mean. He's still alive, don't worry. I kind of… locked him inside your neural implant. A while ago."

I bent down and retrieved the wrench, he wanted to stay with me? I finished loosening the bolt, how could he keep me alive? I stopped and looked down at my hands, still caked in blood and whatever else I managed to get them dirty with. He really did? How can I trust this weirdo, though? Why hasn't Soul talked to me, if he's practically inside my head?

I growled at all the questions and looked back to the ball, "Why hasn't he been talking to me, then?"

"When I said I 'locked' him in your implant it was literal." He responded. "That's the point of this conversation, actually. Since I thought you knew, I was going to let him out sooner than I had originally planned."

"Then do it." I told him. I started forcing another bolt loose on my gauntlet.

"Done." He said. "He'll probably be a little mad, especially since I've limited his movements to only within your armour. You two have a bit to catch up on, I'll let you get to it."

I watched the cracked ball fade away and resumed my work. Not long after, another ball shot out into my vision and shouted, "SON OF A BITCH!"

I ignored Soul and grunted as the bolt finally popped free. This was going to take a while at this rate.

"Where is he? Where did he go, I'm gonna kill him!" Soul ranted, jumping around the room, evidently searching for not-Soul. "Alice!" He came rolling back to me. "Damnit, are you alright? How are you feeling, does your wound hurt?"

"Quiet down." I scolded him, ears slightly ringing at his outbreak. I set the wrench down and opened my gauntlet enough that I could slide it off my arm. His ball didn't have a crack in it, like the other one. It wasn't a problem with the holo-projectors, then. "Unless you can help me take this damn stuff off, keep your voice down."

"How come?" He asked, thankfully with his volume down. "You got a headache, or something?"

"Nah." I answered, starting on my other gauntlet. "My ears hurt."

He stayed silent for a few moments, leaving me to try and ignore the constant rattling of the ship moving around me. His ball rotated a bit, then settled in front of me. The bolts on this gauntlet were far easier to free.

"What kind of pain?" He asked, finally deciding to speak up.

"Hm?" I slid my arm out and shook it, feeling the air rush across the undersuit. "Everything's really loud. Like, _really_ loud."

"Weird." He circled around my head, I ignored him. "I would have thought your changes had stopped by now."

I glanced at the ball as he came back into view, he continued, "Like when your eyes developed further, only this one happened a lot later."

I started on the armour further up my arms, intent on removing it within a day at least. It wasn't easy alone and I had never attempted it before, last time on this ship I had a bit of help. At least I knew how to put it all back on by myself.

"You should get used to the sensitivity of your ears soon enough." Soul kept talking. "Until then just tell everyone to keep the volume down and avoid any explosions and gunfire."

"No shit." I muttered, forcing my bicep guard open. It slid off, along with the shoulder plate and I tossed it next to the gauntlets. Soul's ball flickered momentarily, but otherwise seemed unfazed.

I worked in silence for a lot longer than I expected, before he must have gotten bored or really wanted to get something out, because he spoke up again, "You need sleep or something?" He asked. "You're kinda on edge a little."

I breathed a sigh out of my nose, but kept working, "Yeah, you know, I feel dead tired right now." I focused my gaze directly on his avatar and kept a perfectly straight face.

"I don't know whether to laugh or check if you managed to blow out the last bits of your sanity as well as a chunk of your skull." He commented.

"Both. Both would be nice." I sighed, dropping my chin onto one hand and letting the wrench fall from the other. "How did I survive?"

"Oh, psh. Your skull is literally stronger than some parts of your armour." He scoffed. "I'm amazed a low caliber pistol was able to do as much damage as it did. None of us were surprised that you were still alive afterwards. I was just worried that you tried, y'know." He added the last sentence in an offhanded and quiet voice.

"Hm." I replied. My stomach let out a low gurgle, setting a vibration through my chest. I shivered and glanced down. "I'm hungry." I almost said it as a question.

"Well you better hurry and get that armour off." Soul stated, sounding like a father scolding a child. "Don't you dare be lazy about it."

I just about smiled, but when I blinked, I saw in the darkness, my helmet. I shut my eyes and sure enough, I could see it, visor cracked beyond repair, staring back at me. My eyes snapped open and my heart refused to slow down. Something was coming. I remembered the decaying creature, suddenly. A deep chill ran down my spine and settled into my stomach, replacing the feeling of hunger. So much for almost getting back to normal.

* * *

><p><em>I've decided on some new canon for when I re-write this. It changes a lot of the details, but I should be able to salvage the majority of the storyline. I just need to get working on this version so I can move on. I also plan on splitting this into two books, hopefully each will have enough content to be referred to as such. Thanks for reading, if you somehow made it this far :P<em>
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_?_

Time has failed me yet again. Here I sit, right where the last known Slipspace exit point of the _Lurking Evil_ was, yet they are long gone. Of course using multiple jumps to throw a pursuer off would be the first thing to do, it's even a protocol for humans nowadays. So how does one determine the endpoint of a series of randomly plotted jumps? Well if it was easy humanity wouldn't be here right now.

I brought up a list of all planets within the vicinity of this point and narrowed down the list to any within the maximum distance the Prowler class ship could reach, even without being able to return. A vast distance in all directions was covered, filled with hundreds of thousands of planets, nearly none of which could support life, or were worth existing on my list. I removed them and focused on worlds that could either support life, or be large enough to stay hidden on for long periods of time.

It didn't help much, whereas when estimating ships, I had three choices, here I had thousands. I already guessed wrong once, I would need to be more patient to come to any kind of useful conclusion. I took a deep breath and starting filtering the search based on an infinite number of possibilities and extrapolations. It would take time. Time I do not have.

_Alice_

I wandered out of the armoury, slightly annoyed and a little embarrassed. Every piece of armour, I had removed, except the chest plate, which was bolted on from behind at certain points. It was literally impossible to remove the carapace without help. I made my way back to where everyone had been last and peeked inside. I saw Dutrevai still sitting and sliding her knife across her gauntlet, the loud _skritch, skriiiiitch _echoed throughout the room.

"Hey." I called. She glanced my way and the knife stopped. "Can you give me a hand?"

She stood and threw the knife into the bench she was sitting on, it stuck with a dull _thud_. I spun around and motioned to my backplate, which probably looked far too large without the rest of the armour accompanying it.

'You got a wrench?" She asked, inspecting the bolts. I handed it backwards and she started working. I could hear and feel her straining, but eventually she was able to free me from the metal cage. I sighed in relief as I popped the armour off, holding the chest on, while pulling the back away. I lowered each separately, careful not to drop the opened armour.

"Thanks." I said, starting back towards the armoury.

"No problem." She replied. "Here." She motioned to give me back the wrench. I tucked the two plates under my arm and took it from her, before continuing on my way.

She let out a small sigh as I hurried off, moving fast without the cumbersome Mjolnir. It felt nice, the soft patter of my feet slapping on the steel floor. It was cold, colder than I remember. I enjoyed it, though, a shower would feel really nice right now. But I needed to eat, and sleep, for that matter. Regardless of how long I had just been bed-ridden, I could feel my mind slowing ineptly to a crawl, my focus waning.

I tossed the two plates and the wrench onto the top of my armour pile and shut the armoury door. Then I was on my way to the small mess they had on the ship. Everything on the ship was small, actually. Like the design had sacrificed nearly everything in order to ensure it remained hidden. I could feel every vibration coming from outside, especially when we entered and left Slipspace, which had happened way too often recently.

The door to the mess, actually just a glorified kitchen, slid open and I peeked inside. The ship's captain was enjoying a meal, while browsing through some datapads. I entered slowly and he glanced up at me. Barely taking the time to swallow his food he said, "Ah, Spartan. Care to join me for some supper?"

I nodded and retrieved a ration pack from a cupboard. I set to work heating it up and he continued, "Quite odd to see someone like you out of armour. Of course I suppose you're a bit different from the average Spartan. Either way, you are much younger than I had expected."

My muscles tensed as my small frame became painfully aware to me once more. I must have looked like a child, wandering around, lost. I tried to ignore my own tightening chest and kept cooking, remaining silent.

"Well." He seemed suddenly apologetic. "I suppose I'll be finished soon, if you wish to eat alone."

"No." I blurted, accidentally slicing the ration pack too low and dumping some hot contents on my hand, "It's fine, don't worry about it."

"Are you sure, you seem… tense around me." He started to stand, seeing me washing the scalding sauce off my hand.

"Not at all, Captain." I quickly said, turning to smile at him. "I'm just not used to being naked like this."

He cleared his throat and sat back down, nodding slightly. My face burned as I realized what my mouth had just spat out without me noticing. I dumped the sloppy food on a plate and sat down across from him, feeling extremely aware of my every movement.

I started eating, keeping my eyes anywhere but on the Captain, who looked up at me occasionally. The ship's AI popped up beside the man, which caused me to nearly choke on a piece of meat I was swallowing.

Its voice boomed out, "Captain, yer needed on the bridge. Sorry fer interruptin' anything." The small blue man in the long coat turned to me and tipped his massive hat, causing the feather in it to wobble, "M'lady." He said, before disappearing.

Jones stood and gave me a pained smile, before gathering the datapads and leaving. As he walked out behind me, he called, "Hey, don't worry about what's coming, we'll get you safely out of here."

The door slid shut before I could turn around fully. I dropped my eyes back to my food and kept munching away on the near-tasteless mass of nutrients. I sighed and rubbed the side of my head with the hand that wasn't busy. It brushed over the scabbing skin growing over the plate in my skull and I winced. Just then the door hissed opened again, which caused me to jump slightly, making my hand slap the wound gently.

My scalp burned and I turned to see who was there, but the door was closed. I shrugged and went to continue my meal, but the same hissing noise came again, this time from right in front of me. I spun and pushed away from the table, dropping to a fighting stance as I did. The shadows seemed to dance around me, but nothing else moved.

I swallowed, trying to get rid of the dryness in my mouth, while backing to the wall. Instead, the wall opened behind me and I fell backwards, my back smacking into a hard metal plate. A pair of hands grabbed my arms and I was frozen with fear. I looked up to see Nikolai's cold eyes staring down at me, a confused expression on his face.

Instantly I relaxed, letting my nerves loosen into a tingling mess. I went slightly slack, for only a moment, before standing back up and glancing back around the room. everything seemed normal.

"Something?" The ODST asked.

I shook my head, took one final look and answered, "No. Nothing."

I sat back down and he came in, heading straight for the food. I stirred the little remains of my meal around, no longer hungry. I watched Nikolai as he performed the same actions I had done a couple minutes earlier. I should probably eat more, I know I could. He finished heating his food and cut open the package, his knife slipped, though and some spilled on his hand. I glanced at the red mark on my skin, knowingly.

Rather than wash it off, though, the soldier looked at the hand that was holding his knife, as though wondering what had happened. Then, with a shrug, he sheathed it and dumped the food out, before wiping his hand off with a disposable towel. He walked over and sat where the Captain had been.

He placed his hands together and muttered a small prayer under his breath, "May this meal fill me until next." He whispered it very quietly, but I could still make it out easily.

Then he began to meticulously eat the food, bite by bite, never once looking up at me. I thanked him for that silently, as I couldn't find the will to leave right now and my eyes didn't want to focus on anything else. I absently moved chunks of something-meat across my plate, waiting for something to happen, though when it did, I had no clue what I was going to do.

Nikolai flexed his hand where his skin was taking on a pink hue, mine was already quite red. He stopped chewing and swallowed what was left in his mouth, before leaning back and looking at me. I forced my eyes to refocus and coughed slightly, tilting my head down to the food. The ODST looked like he wanted to speak, but instead tilted his head and inspected me. I jammed some more rations into my mouth and waited, but he only shook his head and returned to his own meal.

I managed to keep down a few more bites, then decided to stop killing my tongue with the disgusting slop. I didn't remember the packs being so bad the last time I ate. I dumped the remaining sauce and meat bits into the trash and dropped the plate on the counter. I waved to Nikolai before walking out of the small room. I nearly bowled over Dutrevai, who was about to enter as well. I stumbled and she braced against my shoulders, keeping me from knocking her over along with myself.

I tried to get past her, muttering an apology, she held me back, though. "Get some sleep, but find me after, we've got some stuff to do before landing."

I couldn't find anything useful to say back, so I just nodded and headed on my way, wondering where we were going to land at. It couldn't be anywhere in UNSC controlled space, or we'd either be shot down or arrested, depending on how dangerous we currently were. They really didn't tell me much of what happened, but I could infer quite a bit, considering my own actions before we allegedly escaped.

Maybe the outer colonies… I locked the door to the bathroom behind me and started peeling my suit off, starting the shower as I did. Insurgents and rebels, the ones we were initially created to fight. I set the water as hot as it would go and waited for the whole room to start steaming up. I couldn't imagine they would take too kindly to a UNSC ship trying to land, but maybe the Covenant had caused some of the colonies to rethink their values.

I stepped into the shower, which, even at max settings, never really got that hot, and felt my muscles instantly begin to unwind under the relentless assault from the soothing liquid. My hand burned slightly, but it was easy to ignore. I could feel the cleansing heat removing the scunge and grease from my hair and body. My mind was filled with the sound of water droplets smashing into me or the shower walls and I was able to finally let myself drift off, not quite sleeping, but not needing to think anymore.

_?_

A list. A long list, yes, but comprehensible to me. Numbered, ordered, perfect. And within that list, as I just realized, are many planets and stations that had been glassed or obliterated by the attacking Covenant forces. I filtered my list once more and inspected the results. Not many planets still stood, especially ones capable of refuelling and resupplying a ship. I crossed out UNSC friendly worlds, unless they were severely weakened, or understaffed.

What I was left with, surprisingly, came down to one extremely likely place. A planet, inhabited by humans, who had openly supported the insurgency against the Earth, filled with backwater, lowlife scum, easy to stop by, refuel, and run. Sitting in the middle Cordoba System, a colony known as Gao. Of course, I'd alert patrols to search every other possibility, but I, personally would be checking Gao.

I peered down into her helmet, tracing the cracked lines running across the visor. Soon, my prey. Soon I would be upon you. I would end your miserable existence once and for all.

_Alice_

I didn't even remember getting out of the shower, or getting dressed, or laying down in bed for that matter. Soul said something, quietly, but I didn't remember that either, not before I fell asleep. So why was I standing around, here? Mist, blacker than my own soul swirled around me, taking shape, then swishing away, pushed by some unfelt breeze.

Annoyed, I waved some away and stepped forward, blinded as the smoke hit me like a blanket, trying to push me back. I growled and shoved my way forward, pressing through the haze. My next step met thin air and I fell face first onto… A wooden plank. It sat right before me, my hands bracing my body up the only reason I hadn't smashed my nose in.

I sat up and looked around. I was surrounded by water, clear enough to be air, but deep below shadows and lights danced. Confused, disoriented, I stood, shakily, in the small rowboat. It struck me as odd that there were no oars, though I don't know if I had ever even been in a boat like this. Deja vu crawled over my skin and I shivered it off. I had definitely been here before, but it felt like an ancient memory. Almost a memory of a memory of being here. A dream.

That's the word, _dream_. I looked down, at myself, feeling perfectly natural without my armour, wearing some loose spare fatigues. My arms were so pale, they almost hurt to look at in the bright light cast down from above. A quick glance upwards left me wondering where the light came from. I looked back to the water, confused with my awareness of this dream, yet inability to do anything about it. The depths swam below me, mesmerizing. I suddenly wondered if I could catch any fish here.

I crouched down, letting my fingers drop into the waters. It wasn't cold, nor was it warm. It felt like thickened air, not even a true liquid. My fingers turned translucent under the crystal-clear surface, I could see blue and red veins running through them. I pushed my arm deeper, up to the elbow. Lines and pinpricks of black formed, seeming to seep darkness into the perfect water. I rolled my arm over and back inspecting it, strangely not at ease with the whole situation.

The boat rocked gently on the still lake and I continued staring at my arm. I knew what the black marks represented, though I'd rather not. I could remember receiving most of them, but I worried at how many I couldn't. I stayed silent for many minutes, pondering why I had been made this way. The complete silence seemed to engulf me, surround me with nothingness. There was no ambient noises pestering my mind, nothing causing unneeded stress upon my system. I wished I could have come here more often. I could definitely have needed the solace many times before now.

I found it ironic how often Halsey had told us Spartans that we were the only hope humanity had. Yet here I was, on the run from that very same humanity. I felt bad. Terrible, actually. I had left behind so many of my brothers and sisters, all of whom were still battling with their lives on the line. Then again, it wasn't by choice that I was here. If I had to choose, I'd probably still be running, but with everyone with me, leaving behind Earth and its colonies. I wished now that Jerome and Douglas could have come with me.

Unfortunately, one of them was dead and the other couldn't even walk. I slapped the water in frustration, the depths squirmed and flashed brightly. If I had the choice. If it had been me doing it. If I could, would I set things back to before I had been abducted? Would I choose to go back to my parents, back home, or would I choose to run away with my fellow Spartans? They were the only family I could remember, but maybe having a real one would be better. I growled at my own imagined predicament.

I recalled, what I had done on my last visit to this dream world and stood in the small boat. I stepped on the edge, the dinghy remained perfectly still, except for the gentle rocking. Then I jumped off, plunging straight into the awaiting waters. My clothes no longer seemed to exist, my skin becoming translucent as I sunk. I inspected myself under the revealing liquid, knowing exactly what I would find.

My hair, longer now, but blonde, drifted past my eyes, I swiped it away. The red mark that had settled onto the flesh of my hand was absent, the feeling of singed skin, however, was not. The black marks, somewhat familiar, showed vividly on my pale skin. Some were shallow lines, or pinpricks, but others ran deep into my body, cutting ugly paths across my arms, legs and stomach. I placed a hand atop my head and felt sticky fluid leaking from it. On my fingers was a viscous black syrup.

I tried to ignore the feeling between my fingers and sighed. I almost choked on the immediate instinct to not swallow the water I was submerged in, but no liquid poured into my lungs. I realized I had been breathing this whole time without trouble and took a deep breath of the lake. The 'air' passed through my body coolly, leaving me feeling refreshed. I closed my eyes and just floated, not wanting to leave.

Seconds, minutes, hours, it went by too quickly. Something forced my eyes open, I looked down, the murkiness below was seething, ecstatically squirming. I watched in horror as it formed a skull-shape and rose to capture me. I heard, from a voice I had maybe heard before, the single incomplete phrase: "Coming for you…"
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Chapter 27

My lungs burned with a fiery vengeance, startling me awake. Liquid lava coursed through my veins and I had to focus on not crying out loud. I sat, upright, gasping for breath, slowly recalling the dream I had just been tossed out of. An involuntary shiver chilled my bones as the night's events returned to my conscious mind. I glanced around, reassuring myself of my surroundings.

As I swung my legs off the bed, the door slid open and Dutrevai stepped in, seemingly surprised, "I just came to wake you, follow me." She told me, waiting for me to get up.

I wondered what she wanted, but stood and went after her, anyways. We walked through the confining hallways of the ship, until we arrived at the refresher room, where I took my showers.

"What're we doing here?" I questioned, groggily.

"Hair and makeup." She replied, dropping a package she had been carrying onto the counter. She unzipped it and within was a bundle of brushes and tools I had never seen before.

"What?" I shook my head and tried to imagine a scenario where this would be important.

"We're going planetside while the ship refuels, we gotta secure some supplies." She explained.

"Why all the… Stuff, though?" I asked.

"You need to look like an actual girl, so do I. Women wear this shit, alright?" She sounded angry. "Blending in is difficult when you look like you just stepped off a UNSC cruiser."

"Where are we going?" Somewhere where marines clearly weren't welcome.

"A little dump called Gao, terrorist sympathizers last I checked." She started laying out the products, arranging them in some kind of organized chaos. "If the navy comes sniffing, they'll get turned back at gunpoint."

"Ah." I watched as she began preparing strange powders and viscous fluids.

"While it would be best to pretend we're deserters, as long as we cover up the neural implants no one will notice." She continued explaining, not slowing down her work. "Your injury may draw attention, so I've got some hair extensions that could cover it up, or we could shave your head."

"No." I snapped, then slower, "No, thanks I'm fine with the first option."

"Mhmm. There'll probably be a lot of weirdos with hair like yours, anyways, so that won't make you stand out." She grabbed my shoulders and spun me around, then retrieved a spiky looking brush from the counter and started pulling it through my hair. It had grown a lot recently and seemed to always be an impossibly tangled mess, especially after I showered. The brush felt like it was tearing the strands straight from my scalp.

I yelped in pain and she snarled, "Quit being a baby, you've had worse."

I sighed and resigned to my fate, hoping I wasn't losing as much hair as it felt like I was. This was going to be a long makeover.

I stared blankly into the mirror, trying to figure out what had happened to me. I peered closely at the oddly nice looking woman facing back, unsure if this was real. I had never, as far as I remembered, worn makeup, or done my hair. What reflected before me was something unlike anyone I had ever seen. Strange black magic had altered my normal seeming face into something I had never imagined possible. I felt beautiful.

Dutrevai seemed proud of herself as she inspected my visage. "You could pass for a model if I put more on, I wonder what your mother looked like."

My hair, normally slightly wavy, but fairly straight, flowed like a falling river, cascading down my back, with the single long strip running down the center. While she said she had put barely any makeup on my face, what was there seemed to make me look brighter and happier, with my eyes outlined in black. I had no clue how she had managed this.

"For clothes, we always keep some civvies in case we have to go undercover." She stated. "I'll have to build you some purse-filler, though. It needs to be somewhat convincing, just in case." She started muttering to herself as she drifted off down the halls. With nothing else to do, I followed, feeling good, like I could impress some people.

She entered the bunk room and rifled through a closet, before a deep red piece of cloth flew out and wrapped around my face. I struggled to pull it off, so I could see and breathe again. When I finally managed, she was sorting through a bunch of clothes laid out on the nearby bed. I inspected the fabric in my hands, wondering what it was.

"Put that on, I'll find some shoes and stuff." Dutrevai said, not even looking at me.

I held the clothing at one corner and watched helplessly as the whole thing seemed to billow out around me. I couldn't tell if there was even arm and head holes in it. Dutrevai glanced back and appeared to notice this.

"It's a dress, you have to-" She sighed, exasperated. "Let me show you, take your other clothes off."

I quickly undressed, careful not to damage my makeup and hair. She paused, sorting out the top and bottom of the dress, then said, "Raise your arms." Before sliding the material down over top of me.

I was trapped within a crimson veil, temporarily, as it drifted over my head. I struggled to squeeze my skull through the hole, until it popped out. I glanced downwards and saw the fabric floating around below me, swishing as I twisted.

I glanced at Dutrevai, confusedly and she said, "It's probably the only thing that'll fit you, though it looks a tad small."

"But it's open in the bottom." I mentioned, feeling exposed.

"Of course it is, that's why you wear underwear."

"That seems so… Strange." I could feel my legs, completely open to the air. I suddenly longed to have armour covering them.

"Women are strange creatures. Those damn things have been around longer than pants." She scoffed.

I quelled the feeling of insecurity and tried walking around, hoping the fabric wouldn't get caught under my feet and trip me. fortunately it was far shorter than it appeared, only going down to my calves

"You aren't gonna wear high heels, you're too tall already, so here's some flatter shoes." She handed me a pair of slippers. They were open at the top and would only offer measly protection to the soles of my feet.

I scowled at the small shoes and bent down to slip them on. They squeezed my toes together and seemed like they would fall off at any moment. How could anyone use such flimsy footwear?

"Here's a hat, it should cover up the spots of hair I wasn't able to fill." She handed me a wide-brimmed straw hat with a red ribbon tied around it. My scowl became a frown and I tucked the thin cap under my arm. "I've just gotta organize some pocket junk for you and me, then we can get going."

I watched as she grabbed items at random and tossed them into a pile. Everything from lighters and cigarettes, to crumpled up receipts went into either of them. It didn't appear to have much rhyme or reason, but I figured it was somewhat important. If we were searched, they would find normal civilian type items, nothing out of the ordinary.

"If anyone asks, we're friends trying to dodge the UNSC while my brother secures a new place to live." She instructed, keeping at the task. "If they question further, punch them."

"Cool." She grabbed a leatherish bag and stuffed one of the junk piles inside of it, followed by an identification card and some old paper money.

"This one's yours, everything in it makes you seem like a girl who likes shopping, so pretend to be curious, or something." She grabbed a set of clothes and started changing, while I browsed through the purse, memorizing what went where.

"And if a guy starts hitting on you, just walk away, don't make a scene."

"Hitting on me?" I wasn't sure if it was her accent, or I had heard wrong, but the grammar didn't seem right.

"Flirting, you know, trying to woo you so he can take advantage of you." She sighed.

"I'll keep an eye out." I consoled her, she just shook her head and finished up.

She lead me down to the landing ramp, which was open, and we disembarked. I wondered why Soul had been so silent throughout the morning. Brilliant sunlight shone down from above, blinding me for a moment. I remembered the hat and slipped on my head, shielding myself from the intense glare. When I was able to see once more, I had a view of a bustling city, sprawling out before me.

Humans, none of whom wore military garb, strutted around everywhere. I stopped and my breath caught. I had never seen so many people, especially women and children. Colours assaulted my eyes, from the different clothing scattered about, as well as neon signs and reflective words. My current outfit would blend in perfectly here.

I tried to recall the last time I had been to a city, one that wasn't a smoking crater, that is. Nothing came to mind. I jogged to catch up to Dutrevai, who was looking around disdainfully, her loose shirt flapping in the breeze. I noticed my own red dress waving wildly, like some other creature below me.

"Ask that damn ball where we're headed, I don't remember where the contact is." She told me.

"Okay." I replied, but was interrupted by Soul saying, "Just keep walking straight, he's down the main stretch here."

"Perfect." She started walking, taking a brisk pace.

I followed closely, clutching the purse I had to carry. My hand started to ache after a while. I looked at the limb and noticed it was covered in quite a few scars, as well as the dull red of the burn. I had grabbed a needler shard, however long ago, was I still recovering from that? I unclasped my hand and inspected it, my fingers wouldn't quite open fully, and my pinky was set at an odd angle. I hadn't noticed before, probably because it sat straight when I was holding rifles and such.

I kept grip on the bag looser and kept right behind Dutrevai, trying to ignore the people slamming into my shoulders. I began to feel a little claustrophobic, right before Soul said, "On your right, the shop that says "Carl's Munitions.""

I grabbed Dutrevai's shoulder and pointed, she nodded and followed me towards it. I barely managed to shove through the crowd to reach the door. Once inside, the constant noise of people moving quieted. I breathed a sigh of relief, while trying to slow my heart rate. Something about being surrounded so completely had me nervous.

Dutrevai rang a bell on the counter and I checked over the small storefront. It was dusty, scungy, and overall gross inside. Small arms weapons were scattered about on the shelves in various states of disrepair and decay. A flare of anger made me wonder how a person could allow a weapon to degrade so badly. It was common practice for me to keep all munitions pristine and cleaned to perfection.

A greasy old man with a large potbelly strolled out and glared at us two with suspicion. I stood back and waited for something bad to happen, my senses were going haywire, the need to fight was itching at the back of my mind. I had never been in such a dangerous place, not even in the center of a battlefield had I felt so agitated.

"What'dya want, lady?" The man snorted and rubbed his arm against his nose.

"I need to talk to your boss, I have an appointment." Dutrevai replied, surprisingly calm.

"Ah? Appointment shmointment," He turned, slowly, like a barrel being rotated, and called, "Hey Carl, some woman wants to talk to yeh!"

Before 'Carl' had even answered, the fat man walked away, leaving us alone once more. The doors opened behind me and I heard a few young men walk in, noisily talking to each other, obviously drunk. I turned slowly to keep an eye on them and Dutrevai. One of them whistled and approached, nearly falling as he walked. I could smell the harsh, burning scent of alcohol wafting off him.

"Hey there, miss. Aren't you a pretty lady, 'specially one at a gun shop." He hiccupped.

Another shouted to him, "Yeah, you always like those tall ones, huh?"

"Shut up, man!" He called back, then returned his gaze to me. "So what'chu doin' here?"

I leaned in close to his face, forcing through the repulsive smell and grabbed him by the hair, "How about you and your buddies leave here before I personally tie your limbs into knots and dump you in the nearest transport off-world heading to the inner colonies?" I spoke loud enough so all three could hear, making sure to enunciate every word clearly.

The man looked at me, confused for a moment, then pushed away, trying to get out of my grasp. "You fuckin' with me?" He asked, nearly tripping on the floor as I held him in place. "How 'bout I call my boss and he fucks your day up, huh, bitch?"

Just then Dutrevai's fist slammed into the inebriated man's skull and sent him toppling to the ground, a good chunk of hair still in my fist. His two buddies looked like they wanted to go on the aggressive, when a muscular man strode out from behind the desk.

"You three, get the hell outta my shop!" He shouted, waving a leather belt their way. "I told you I don't sell guns to kids, _especially_ when they're drunk."

The two still standing snapped to action and grabbed the moaning kid from the floor, hauling him out into the street.

"Sorry about them, always trouble." The man stuck his hand out to Dutrevai. "Name's Carl, can't say we've met."

"We haven't." She shook his, before continuing, "We're here for a commodity you don't normally sell."

"Oh?" He offered his hand to me, I grabbed it and shook firmly. "My you've got quite the grip, young lady." He rubbed his hand before replying to Dutrevai, "I sell a lot of different things, what do yeah need?"

"A private room to discuss this would help." She stated.

"Ah, right," He gestured behind the counter, "Follow me."

We walked into a back room and took a right turn, through a massive steel doorway. Immediately inside were weapons in near-perfect condition, in an impossibly wide selection, every UNSC issue gun and grenade I had ever seen, plus more, as well as hundreds of Covenant weapons, polished to a shine. I gasped in awe and tried to hold back my urge to start grabbing some.

"Your friend a weapon junky, or something?" Carl asked, a smirk on his solid face.

"She's curious." Dutrevai responded. "I assume this is as secure as it gets?"

"One moment." Carl grabbed hold of a massive vault door attached by gigantic hinges to the frame we had just stepped through. With a heave of his impressive frame, the door swung shut, the sound echoing throughout the room and hitting my chest like a hammer.

"_Now_, we're secure." His face went serious. "I do sell a lot of different things, you know?"

"I'm sure." Dutrevai was just as serious as him. "I need to know some information. About the Shaps system."

"The Shaps system?" He didn't sound like he had ever heard of it. Neither had I.

"Shaps Three, specifically." She clarified. "I've heard of the disappearances there."

"If you're looking to get there, anyone around knows the way." Carl crossed his arms.

"I know the way, I want to know what's on it." Dutrevai crossed hers and stood tall, facing down the man.

"I've heard… Rumours, stories, nothing much." He relented.

"I have large pockets and open ears, speak away."

"Ruins. Artifacts, alright? Some ancient stuff, apparently people have literally vanished into thin air just by walking into some." He scratched his head. "There's video footage, but it looks doctored, too surreal."

"Show me." Dutrevai told him.

He pulled a datapad from the leather apron around his waist and turned it towards us. On it was an extremely shaky, fuzzy video. It showed a man walking towards strange, alien structures, unlike the even Covenant. The camera followed him, until he just vanished, no smoke, no lightshow, gone. The camera stepped backwards, then clicked off.

"See? Doesn't show much, seems fake to me." He shrugged, pocketing the 'pad.

"Give me the coordinates of every location where people have disappeared, and have any of these people ever been found?" Dutrevai stepped forwards.

"I can compile some information, may take some time. This isn't exactly my profession."

"Yes, but Drake said he trusts you, so try your best." Dutrevai smirked.

"_Drake?_" Carl asked, bewildered. "You can't mean… Alright, since I'm getting paid more than I thought, I'll put some effort into it."

"Glad you're feeling more friendly now." Dutrevai turned to leave.

"Let me get the door for you." The well-muscled man attempted to get in front of her, but she stopped him.

"Alice, would you mind opening that?" She asked innocently.

I shrugged and stepped forward, Carl stuttered, "What, she might hurt something, I'll handle it."

I grabbed the door by the handles and pulled, leaning just barely away from it. It swung easily outwards, I could tell it was extremely heavy, but the well-oiled hinges made it easier. Even so my arms strained to move the massive weight. I grunted as the door came to rest, fully open.

"Not bad." I commented, stepping out into the grungy storefront once more.

Behind me I heard the man babbling an incoherent mess of 'what's and 'how's. I smiled to myself, Dutrevai following me.

She called backwards, right before we walked out, "Remember to keep motivated, I want it done in two days."

There was no reply before rejoined the masses of people bustling forth in the city. I wanted to get back to the ship, for a multitude of reasons, but mainly to ask why we were going to visit some old ruins to investigate a ghost story. It didn't seem like the sort of thing most fugitives would put high on their priority list.

"Tell her there's been a change in plans, one of our contacts isn't here anymore." Soul spoke, Dutrevai was too far ahead to hear him.

I sped up and tapped her shoulder, she slowed and glanced backwards, "Change of plans, lost a contact." I relayed.

She nodded and searched the signs lining the road, until settling on one and dragging me inside. It was some kind of restaurant, equally as grungy and old as the weapon shop we had just exited. We sat at a wooden table, on some seats that might have been padded a long time ago.

"If the other guy isn't around it means we have some time to kill." She waved a waitress over. "We'll get something to eat, then tour around, anything you wanted to do here?"

Before I could answer the waitress arrived, Dutrevai ordered two beers and took the odd card stock sheet the lady offered. I waited until she left to grab the drinks, "What is there _to_ do?" I asked.

"Plenty." She handed the brown card stock to me. "If you know what you want."

On the paper was a list of strange names, which resided beside prices and pictures of food. My mouth started watering, I read through all the items. As I came across one labelled 'Smoked Salmon', I blurted out, "Fish- Er, fishing. Can we go fishing?"

"Fishing?" Dutrevai chuckled. "I haven't even heard of fishing since before," She stopped and lowered her voice with a cough. "Since before the covenant showed up, that's for sure."

I suspiciously moved my gaze around, ensuring no one was overly paying attention to us. Satisfied the patrons were all too invested in their own food, drink, and company, I returned my attention to the ODST across from me.

"Don't look so disappointed, we've got a couple days here, yet. I'll see if there's a spot on this world. Gotta be water somewhere, right?" She grinned. "I have to warn you, though, no one in my family could out-fish me, not by a long shot."

I wondered briefly why the hobby had come to mind, but was interrupted by two foaming glasses of ale slamming onto our table. Instead of the waitress, though, it was a large man who appeared to be the barkeep dropping off the drinks.

"What's a couple o' fine ladies like you stoppin' by my fine establishment 'ere?" The rotund man smiled, showcasing his rather lacking set of teeth.

Dutrevai painfully smiled back, straining to remain calm, rather obviously. "We'll have one order of your Traditional Haggis, and for you, Alice?"

The man coughed and interjected, "Oh, sorry, the waitress is o'er there, I was just wonderin' if there's anythin' I can get some fine young women like yourselves."

"Our orders would be a good start." Her friendly tone cracked a tad and her smile shrunk, only slightly.

The man waited half a second too long, before leaving, motioning the waitress our way. I stifled a short laugh.

"You got something to comment?" Dutrevai sighed.

"No, not at all. Nicely handled." I took one last look at the foods listed on the card stock. "Some really oddly shaped people around here." I offhandedly mentioned.

"Not everyone's been through basic training." She agreed, then added, "Unfortunately."

I nodded as the waitress arrived, Dutrevai repeated her order and I added my own. The woman sauntered off, scribbling the food names down as she left. I had asked for a simple hamburger, with Moa meat. My list of known foods outside of rations was limited, but I had always seen advertisements for hamburgers and really wanted to try one.

"I hope you're old enough to drink." She flipped her hair to one side and lifted her foamy glass. "Wouldn't be the most surprising thing about you."

I shrugged and grabbed my own tall cup. The liquid inside was amber and smelled like it would burn. I couldn't ever recall drinking alcohol before now. I took a massive swig of the beer and nearly spat it back out. It was bitter and tasted awful, bad enough to throw the whole thing away.

Dutrevai swallowed her mouthful and laughed at my obvious hesitation. "Come on, now, that can't be the worst thing you've ever had. Drink up, girl, it goes down easier the more you have."

I forced the toxic fluid down my gullet, gasping for air afterwards, "What in the hell? Who made this?!" I exclaimed.

"Beer's been around longer than most civilization." She grinned, sipping more of hers.

I scowled at the drink, but continued downing it, one tiny bit at a time. The only good thing about it was the temperature, which was cold enough to be refreshing, despite the lack of other redeeming qualities.

"I want to see you get at least four of these down before our food comes." Dutrevai seemed to be enjoying my predicament a lot more than me.

"Challenge accepted." I grinned, taking larger mouthfuls, now. If it was just flavour I could handle it easily. I noticed my chest and cheeks beginning to warm, just a little. It was getting hotter in the room, certainly.

* * *

><p><em>Heyo, first things first, I started re-writing this. Essentially that means I'll be slowing down with the updating to this version, if I get to it at all. I wanted to finish up this chapter, because it's a fun one and I can drop some stuff that'll make thenew version more interesting to read. I <em>might_, big maybe, add one final chapter to this, but I really don't want to spoilthe ending, as the re-write changes way too much for it to be satisfying in this version. Second, I made a cover for the story, I think it's pretty cool, though most of the details are too small to see without having the larger image. Unfortunately I have to make two new ones for the new version, because I came up with some good ideas for them. Oh well, living the life of Shur, I suppose. Thanks for reading, btw, I don't know how some people managed to stick with this over the year and some I've been making it, if there are any._


End file.
